The Power of Informal Learning and Literacy for Women in the Maasai Community, Kenya by Takayanagi, Taeko
  
 
 
The Power of Informal Learning and Literacy 
for Women in the Maasai Community, Kenya 
 
 
 
 
 
Taeko Takayanagi 
 
A thesis submitted in fulfilment of 
the requirements for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy 
 
Faculty of Education and Social Work 
University of Sydney 
January 20, 2017 
 
ii 
 
 
 
 
iii 
 
Dedication 
 
I dedicate this study to Ryuichi, Rihito and my late daughter Hikari.  
I credit many “Mama”s in Narok those I have worked with for inspiring 
and encouraging me to work for international education and development.  
I appreciate my Kenyan Mama, Ms. Florence Kamau, for teaching me 
about Kenya as well as her great care for me during my six months field 
work in the village in Narok.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
iv 
 
Acknowledgements 
I would never have been able to complete this study without the support 
and professional guidance of my supervisor, Associate Professor. Ruth 
Phillips, and my associate supervisor, Dr. Elizabeth Cassity over the many 
months of research and writing.  
 
I would like to acknowledge the dozens of individuals in Kenya, Australia 
and Japan who gave their time generously while I was performing this 
research.  
 
I would like to sincerely thank Dr. Fatuma Chege and Dr. Mutua Waema 
who supported me for six months while I was based in Kenya for the data 
collection phase of the research.  
 
In Australia I would also like to thank Suin Jung, Venice Jureidini,  
Philippa Crosbie, and Christine Tennent for their initial and ongoing 
support with the research.  
 
I would like to thank the Joint Japan/World Bank Graduate Scholarship for 
generously funding me to undertake this PhD programme.  
 
I also wish to thank those who offered constant support, valued friendship 
and patience (Sawamura sensei, Marvin, Bongmi, Archana, Remi, Agnes, 
Marie, Shaista, Craig, Brad, Taka, Emiri, Sugimoto san’s family, Renate, 
Oma, Yasuno gee, Makimura sensei, Ohishi sensei).  
 
I owe a great deal to my family and my family in-law for their 
unconditional love and support; Ryuichi, Rihito, Tokiko, Kyoko, Marin, 
Korin, Toshiko and Kozo.  
  
 
 
 
v 
 
Abstract 
 
This PhD research set out to challenge limited notions of informal learning 
and literacy and argues for the recognition of Maasai women’s self-
determined, informal learning to improve the well-being of their families 
and community in Kenya. The purpose of the study was to explore, from a 
postcolonial feminist perspective, the role of informal learning/literacy as 
a key means for village women to move out of poverty. The research 
examined the primary linkages between informal learning and literacy, 
human development and gender inequality in Narok County in Kenya 
through local women’s and institutional perspectives. This study examines 
whether power for positive change to improve gender-based issues in the 
context of risk of poverty can emerge from women’s informal learning and 
literacy in the process of gaining of self-empowerment. The key argument 
in this thesis is that women’s learning is most effective when located 
within their own socio-cultural and political discourses in Kenya and when 
their voices are listened to and heard.  
An ethnographic approach was employed for this research as it fits well 
with postcolonial feminist theory, ensuring that women’s voices are heard 
via this research. Village women, women’s group leaders and government 
officials were interviewed during an intensive six-month field study in 
Kenya. In line with postcolonial feminist epistemologies, the research 
participants are as viewed experts in and co-producers of knowledge about 
their lived experiences. I also locate myself as a listener to and learner 
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from local people for building my knowledge about their culture, tradition 
and thoughts on development, rather than as a traditional external 
researcher looking in.  
An analysis of the narratives of the research participants demonstrated 
that: women are not a homogeneous group, but each woman has a unique 
learning experience, hence should be valued; issues of race, class, and 
gender are also central in the discourse of women’s learning and 
empowerment processes and must be addressed in the processes of a 
country’s development; there is a clear gap between the dominant notions 
of informal learning and literacy and the learning processes experienced by 
village women; the village women have developed self-empowerment 
through the process of collaborative learning and mutual cooperation;   the 
village women initiate small manageable activities to improve the well-
being of their family and community in collective action and solidarity; 
and that women develop forms of resistance to gender inequality by 
accommodating men’s self-pride and different gender roles to ensure a 
harmonious society. The findings of this research challenge normative 
adult education and development programmes to be more women-centred 
in order and to recognise the value of informal learning and literacy in 
ensuring sustainable village communities in Kenya. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 
 
1.1 Introduction 
This study explores the notion, practices and impact of informal learning 
and literacy and its impact on the well-being of the interviewed Maasai 
women in the village of Narok, in Kenya in the context of community 
development. It also examines how the women construct their self-directed 
learning and community-based development experiences, especially in 
regard to race, class, ethnicity and gender. This has provided an 
opportunity to examine how the village women have become empowered 
through informal learning and literacy and how they have utilised the skills 
gained and knowledge produced in relation to resisting traditional 
patriarchy to improve their well-being. Employing a theoretical framework 
of postcolonial feminist theory, this study made a commitment to listening 
to women’s voices about their learning experiences in their created space.   
 
This thesis is based on research conducted in Narok North District, Kenya 
in 2011. To explore grass-roots women’s learning activities and their 
empowerment processes in relation to community development, three 
research approaches engaging women in a Maasai village produced a 
wealth of evidence about women’s informal learning and literacy, and its 
links to gender issues and poverty in their communities. First, discourses 
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about women’s informal learning/literacy and their empowerment in the 
context of development will be discussed in relation to postcolonial 
feminist theory. Second, the research methods based on an ethnographic 
approach will be described, followed by the presentation of findings via a 
narrative and thematical analysis of interview data across two chapters. 
Through providing insights into a local woman’s engagement with informal 
learning/literacy in one community, this study also aims to raise the 
significance of people-driven development activities. 
This chapter explains the purpose of this research, beginning with the 
research questions and existing knowledge of the discourse of informal 
learning/literacy and development and postcolonial feminist theory as a 
research framework, in relation to Maasai women in Kenya.   
The final section is an outline of the thesis structure. Issues inherent in 
research questions are raised and discussed, providing an overview of 
postcolonial feminist theory as a research framework and current 
discussions of the concept of informal learning/literacy and women’s 
empowerment in the context of development, in relation to African women. 
The remainder of the chapter emphasizes a narrative analytical approach to 
examine the research questions. It also explains the significance of this 
research.  
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1.2 Study Aims and Research Questions 
The importance of education has been recognised by a number of 
international conventions, including the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights in 1948 and the Dakar Framework for Action reaffirming the global  
‘Education for All’ policy in 2000. Also, the United Nations declared the 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) in 2000, which included goals for 
improved quality of education, gender equality, and women's 
empowerment by the target date of 2015. Women’s literacy is the crucial 
factor in empowering women’s participation in decision-making in society 
and to improving families’ well-being. In the target year of 2015, however, 
challenges still remained. Some 58 million children are out of school and 
there are 781 million illiterate people (15 years and older) worldwide, of 
which two thirds consist of women (UNESCO 2015). Gender inequality is 
a strong factor in educational attainment. In a post-2015 agenda, 
comprising 17 goals, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) have 
been set and agreed to by governments, international donor agencies and 
NGOs. SDG 4, on education, seeks to “ensure inclusive and equitable 
quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all” 
(UNESCO 2015). Also, SDG 5, in relation to gender, seeks to “achieve 
gender equality and empower all women and girls” (UN 2015).   
Although men and women play different roles in society, the inequalities 
that exist between the genders are not entirely attributable to gender roles. 
Women lack equal access to resources, information and power, giving men 
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a higher social status. Economic, social and cultural gender inequalities 
negatively affect the ability of women, particularly those who are in 
developing countries, to acquire a basic education for a better quality of 
life. Rather, women carry domestic unpaid and reproductive work, and tend 
to have a long working life from childhood to older age (Tsukada and 
Silvia 2009). 
It is generally accepted that many women are not able to contribute fully 
and productively to community development because of cultural and social 
barriers to their participation in decision-making processes. Women’s 
issues are multi-dimensional and interlinked, including socio-cultural, 
traditional, and economic factors that affect women’s status. This is 
especially the case in the Narok North District in the Rift Valley Province, 
Kenya, where Maasai traditions and cultural practices are well preserved 
and practised. Due to the practice of female genital mutilation (FGM) and 
early marriage in the community, girls’ participation in education is 
affected and restricted (Chege and Sifina 2006; Takayanagi 2014).  
Moreover, girls are brought up to be subservient to men and are regarded 
as a gift from a father to a future husband (Chege and Sifina 2006). 
Women are expected to depend first on their parents, then on their 
husbands and, ultimately, on their sons. 
For people to have access to basic education, the Ministry of Education of 
Kenya established three main programmes; literacy, continuing education, 
community education and extension (Republic of Kenya 2010a, pp.13-14). 
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The literacy programme aims at providing the basic skills of reading, 
writing and arithmetic to illiterate adults and out-of-school youth 
(Republic of Kenya 2010a). Also, the government of Kenya has a new 
adult education curriculum aiming at certificate-oriented learning. The 
formal literacy centres will be most likely primary school education for 
adult learners to sit for the Kenyan Certificate for Primary Education. 
Income-generating activity is focused in the literacy centre’s activity. The 
continuing education programme targets semi-literate adult and youth to be 
integrated into the formal education system. They can learn school-based 
subjects in a non-formal setting (Republic of Kenya 2010a). The adult 
literacy programme also aims to advance women’s empowerment through 
the establishment of small-scale businesses (Republic of Kenya 2010a, 
Bunyi 2006).  
As the importance of women’s roles in development projects was 
recognised by global communities, many aid agencies set up adult 
education and literacy projects for women. Women are believed to play a 
vital role in determining the well-being of the family and concerning 
education (UNESCO 2000ab, UNDP 2000). Consequently, women sought 
an alternative form of education through informal learning, which occurred 
through women’s group activities. This new form of education had resulted 
in the emancipation of women from many forms of domination and 
discrimination based on gender, race, and class. The women’s self-directed 
informal learning led to women’s collective empowerment. Some women 
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became change agents in seeking solutions for improving their status and 
their families’ well-being.  
Several insights for adult literacy and development in Asia and Africa have 
been illuminated by the outcome of literacy examinations and 
improvements in the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) (UNDP 2000, 
UNESCO 2000ab). Critical of the application of a purely quantitative 
evaluation of educational projects, an ethnographic approach to explore 
actual literacy and numeracy practices in everyday life has been called for 
(Maddox et al. 2011; Street 2009; Robinson-Pant 2008; Geble et al. 2009). 
In response to this call, this study adopted an ethnographic approach to 
build knowledge of the notion of literacy and development from the local 
people’s perspectives. For this reason, the intention of the research was to 
examine people centered development activities, whilst acknowledging 
tradition and culture, and hopefully moving beyond the external aid context. 
There are also a number of key links between literacy and development. 
For instance, educated women seem to have smaller and healthier families 
(Bown 1990a; LeVine et al. 1991, 2012; Rao and Robinson-Pant 2006) and 
literate women have a positive effect on their child’s schooling (Bown 
1990a). Therefore functional literacy programmes targeting women have 
become popular with the integration of health, empowerment and income-
generation activities (Bown 1990ab; Carmen 1996).  
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Moreover, the link between literacy and the possibility of change is 
explicitly made in Freire’s approach. Freire (1973) also saw literacy as 
more than the reading, writing, and numeracy. He argued for a literacy that 
was a process of ‘conscientization’ (Freire 1973) and of ‘reading the 
world’ (Freire and Macedo 1987), whereby adult learners acquire the social 
skills or knowledge to bring about positive changes to reduce poverty. 
Hence it empowers people to liberate themselves from oppressed situations. 
People gain self-reliance and problem solving skills to improve their well-
being through literacy.  
 
In relation to women, Freire (1985) argued that reading and writing are 
skills that can be used to criticise social structures that had been ‘man-
made’ and hence, women could use reading and writing skills to challenge 
these structures. In the context of Africa, people are rooted in their 
community, working to retain links with their community issues and 
experiences. Hence, they try to find activities and strategies by themselves 
to develop cooperative strategies to improve their community, for instance, 
women leaders make decisions that benefit ‘communities rather than 
individuals’ and ‘in relation rather than dichotomously split’(Lugones 
2010, 754). Therefore, one’s priority in utilising one’s skill and capacity is 
to improve communities rather than to profit individuals. 
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While the contributions of Masai women to the development of the country 
are significant, their work and voices remain silent in records and in 
scholarly works, particularly in adult education and feminist literature.  
Based on this background as a context, this thesis is primarily built on 
original fieldwork conducted in Kenya, on women’s experiences of 
informal learning/literacy integrated into community development 
activities in Narok North District in Kenya. The fieldwork for this study 
was conducted between April and September 2011. The reason for 
selecting women’s groups in Narok North District in Kenya is because I 
had already established a rapport with local people during a previous 
research project conducted by a Japanese university between 2007 and 
2009. I was therefore able to stay in the community comfortably as a 
researcher. As a result of this experience, I had become interested in 
investigating the relationship between women’s informal education 
activities and their contribution to community development.  
Kenya had gained independence from Britain in 1963 and the socio-
cultural situation of the Maasai had been influenced by British 
colonisation, as well as postcolonial systems (Coast 2002). However, the 
Maasai people of Narok County are dominated by their traditional lifestyle 
as Maasai.  
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This study has employed a qualitative research methodology in order to 
investigate women’s notions and experiences of education/literacy, their 
needs and their strategies to enhance capacity that will prevent poverty.  
This research also set out to investigate the role of formal education and 
the impact of informal learning (literacy) on women’s power and influence 
in determining the well-being of their community. The key theoretical 
approach to the research was through a postcolonial feminist perspective. 
It also investigates the how informal learning takes place among the 
women in a traditional Kenyan village, with the aim of challenging 
existing limitations in dominant notions of literacy. The research 
acknowledged the traditional, cultural and social factors that are perceived 
as a hindrance towards women’s education and status, this was particularly 
achieved in the research through the method of process observation. As an 
invited participant researcher into activities in the community I was able to 
observe the interplay between traditional cultural practices and demands 
on the women of the village as well as how they formed strategies and 
resistances to those practices that were oppressive or limited their capacity 
to address daily challenges. The impact of women’s activities and practices 
on bringing about a positive change in their standard of living were 
explored from the perspective of an autonomous development approach, in 
which individual women become creative and critical about their real life 
situation in order to find solutions for a better social and economic 
situation. The theoretical framework of postcolonial feminist theory with 
10 
 
its emphasis on the influence of colonisation on nation, race and gender, 
were applied to seek to have women’s marginalized voices heard (Spivak 
1985a; Mohanty 1991).  
 
The Kenyan government had implemented several literacy programmes 
since the 1960s, shifting the focus from basic literacy to functional literacy 
(Bunyi 2006). However, there was no clear curriculum followed in the 
adult education program in the Kenya (Bunyi 2006). The adult education 
providers taught basic literacy and numeracy skills, monitor and evaluate 
their own programs. When I visited a literacy class conducted at a local 
church in Narok in 2008, Maasai participants were eager to gain literacy, 
numeracy and entrepreneur skills. A few participants also mentioned their 
desire to be able to read the Bible written in Maasai and Swahili under a 
male literacy instructor. The government of Kenya declared a new adult 
education policy aiming at certificate-oriented learning, as stated by a 
government officer in the field data (Republic of Kenya 2010abc). The 
government run adult literacy centres were to provide adult learners with 
the knowledge and skills of primary school education to sit for the Kenyan 
Certificate for Primary Education (Republic of Kenya 2010abc). Income 
generating activity was also sought to be included in the literacy centre’s 
activity.   
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However, as this study demonstrates, there is capacity within a small 
community for some women to challenge their lack of participation in 
decision-making in a village community by developing their own sense of 
agency and contributing to development from within. Women can fully 
participate in small development programmes. It is also argued in this 
thesis that sustainable development needs to be owned and controlled by 
local people, based on their internal values. Furthermore, there should be 
continuous learning occurring, engaging people in learning and acting 
upon the knowledge gained. It is clear that at a deeper level these 
communities’ attitudes towards literacy education are more complex.  My 
previous research showed cases of illiterate Maasai women cooperating 
with each other to run community based organisations for micro-credit 
activities as well as for supporting girls’ education. Those whom are 
actively involved in managing women’s organisations seem to gain 
adequate knowledge and skills, such as basic literacy, and can often run 
effective and efficient organisations by themselves. Although some women 
in Narok are not literate in a formal education setting, they have their own 
inherited knowledge of counting, raising children, and pursuing their own 
learning based on their needs. Women’s informal learning activities 
inspired the researcher to explore the value of education in their lives.  
 
Based on previous research experiences in this context, I aimed to 
investigate the understandings of education and the impact of literacy on 
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the traditional lifestyle in Narok North District from a postcolonial 
feminist perspective, which attempted to find out whether power for 
positive changes to improve women’s well-being can emerge from 
women’s informal knowledge in their traditional community. This research 
also explored participants’ own community based literacy programmes and 
women’s groups’ activities in Narok North District.  
 
In order to investigate and analyse the impact of women’s literacy on 
improvement of their well-being in Narok North District, the research 
questions underpinning the study were:  
(1) What strategies and actions do women in Narok develop and employ to 
prevent poverty in their families and community through informal 
women’s groups? 
(2) What is the nature of informal learning and literacy within the literacy 
and women's groups? 
(3) How does informal learning in the context of the women's groups open 
up a space from which the women can speak and be heard? 
(4) How do women in Narok respond to and resist oppressions that are 
related to patriarchal/postcolonial impositions? 
(5) How do their learning and community development activities manifest 
in their empowerment? 
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1.3 Significance of the Study  
Overall, this study attempts to supplement the limited knowledge of the 
current literature by examining the gap between policy level discussions 
and actual women’s lived experience in fighting against gender inequality 
and poverty within a Kenyan village context. The study of informal 
learning and literacy and autonomous human development through a 
postcolonial feminist framework in Kenya will contribute to knowledge of 
literacy from both theoretical and practical perspectives. How informal 
learning and literacy work to empower women is not well understood and 
can become a resource for more effective approaches to development and 
other poverty prevention measures. No evidence of prior documentation of 
the viewpoints of women in strong traditional Maasai communities in 
Kenya is evident in Western literature and there is limited broader 
scholarship on the impact of literacy on community development. There is 
also limited research from a postcolonial feminist perspective, where the 
objective is to listen to women’s marginalized voices. 
 
The results from this research provide an opportunity learning for 
practitioners and researchers. It may also contribute to have effective 
international development assistance related to gender equality and poverty.  
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In the case of Narok County in the Rift Valley Province, Kenya, where 
Maasai traditions and cultural practices are well preserved and practiced, 
women lack of participation in decision-making processes. Both boys and 
girls are expected to help with housework such as looking after cattle and 
fetching fire-wood, yet girls play an additional role in taking care of 
younger siblings (Chege and Sifuna 2006).  
 
In Kenya there are parallels to be drawn between national gender concerns 
and community based women’s movement objectives to improve their 
social situation. It is believed Kenyan women are also developing their 
consciousness and power by initiating needs-based development 
programmes (Pradervand 1989). They act through their own genuine 
agency, not just as invited participants in a government controlled 
development framework (Carmen 1996) 
 
Therefore, research on informal learning and women’s empowerment in 
relation to international development through a postcolonial feminist 
approach in Kenya is innovative since it helps interpret the notion of 
village women’s informal learning and literacy experiences in their strong 
traditional communities from the viewpoints of people of the Maasai in 
Kenya by looking at discourses, practices and impact of literacy on 
community development through ethnographic data. It will also determine 
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a quantitative achievement of people for the community and the qualitative 
human development of individuals of/for the community through informal 
learning by focusing on gender issues. I believe this research will be 
beneficial for development agencies and community based organizations 
for people while Kenya works out how the national curriculum should be 
reformed with consideration to their culture and traditions. I am also 
interested in sharing my analysis and recommendation with primary school 
teachers and community based organisations so that they can manage and 
control their resources and development programmes.  
 
1.4  Thesis Structure 
Chapter One provides an introduction that includes an outline of the thesis 
structure, as well as the purpose of this research. It explains why the 
notion of informal learning/literacy from the village women’s perspectives 
was investigated and gives details of the increasing importance of listening 
to women’s voices through an ethnographic approach. 
 
Chapter Two characterises and examines the literature on postcolonial 
feminist theory and illustrates the relevance of framework for this research.  
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Chapter Three describes prevailing views of the notion of women’s 
informal learning/literacy and empowerment in the context of development 
in developing countries. It explains the concept of informal learning and 
literacy in development historically and the role that literacy has played in 
improving women’s well-being of the developing community. It also 
discusses how women become empowered to bring about a positive change 
in society. Then, it describes how the intersectionality of race, class and 
gender can affect the socio-economic situations of Maasai women in 
Kenya , and shows how this research aims to criticise and develop informal 
learning and literacy discourses from the Maasai women’s points of view. 
It begins with an overview of the existing literature and concludes with an 
African women’s self-learning approach to improve their well-being in 
their cultural setting.  
 
Chapter Four explains selected research methodologies for this research. It 
focuses on qualitative research and employs semi-structured interviews and 
process observation through an ethnographic approach. This approach 
enables a deeper understanding of Maasai women’s self-learning processes 
to overcome home and community issues. It also describes the practical 
application of narrative analysis techniques to research participants’ voices 
and experiences in informal learning/literacy and improving one’s well-
being. The method of data collection is also described. Further, ethical 
considerations are discussed and the chapter also argues how a Western 
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culture-based ethical process is irrelevant to the fieldwork site in Kenya. 
Finally, a note on limitations of the study brings a chapter to a close.  
Chapter Five outlines the historical background of Kenya, especially the 
Maasai. It describes the socio-cultural situation of the postcolonial era in 
Kenya and examines government policy and development after the 
independence of Kenya.  
Chapter Six reports the eleven narratives from village women in Narok 
who have been involved in community based women’s groups and literacy 
centres. Women’s experiences in self-learning and its contribution to 
community development are analysed through a postcolonial feminist 
theoretical framework and an autonomous development approach. The 
chapter also illustrates the Maaai women’s subordinated situation in the 
Maasai land based on the data of process observation from the fieldwork.   
Chapter Seven reports on narratives from five women’s group leaders who 
have led fellow women to manage community development projects 
through collaborative learning.  The chapter also provides narratives from 
three government and NGO officers who have been involved in women’s 
literacy and development programmes. The remainder of Chapter Six 
discusses the findings of the narrative analysis of the research participants 
as a whole. 
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Chapter Eight draws conclusions from the research. The chapter reviews 
each of the previous chapters with reflective explanations of the findings. 
After presenting the data, it also raises the implications of the research for 
future women’s literacy and development programmes organised by 
external organisations (including governments). I conclude with a 
discussion of the significance of being a listener to women’s voices to 
construct development programmes. It also reminds outsiders that village 
women do have their own knowledge creation mechanism, becoming self-
empowered to improve their well-being. Therefore, it is suggested that we 
should respect their thoughts and culture and we should have a dialogue to 
develop more effective and efficient development programmes in their 
cultural setting. In this research, women have demonstrated resistance to 
gender inequality through their own networks, whilst trying to maintain a 
harmonious atmosphere with men, accommodating men’s pride. Local 
facilitators play an important role in connecting external organizations to 
the village. External organizations should be more supportive rather than 
disruptive to village women’s community development in key areas such as 
water, food and education. This research also examines avenues for future 
research on the discourse of women’s literacy and development and 
discusses the analysis of the impact of the Kenyan government’s literacy 
programmes on people’s well-being and development.   
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Chapter 2. Postcolonial Feminist Theory 
 
2.1 Introduction 
After establishing the context and motivation for this research in the 
previous chapter, it is important to outline and explore the theoretical 
framework that has informed this study. This chapter therefore examines 
current theoretical understandings of postcolonial feminist theory and 
identifies an approach that will help in comprehending the relationships 
between gender, race and nation for the Maasai women participants in this 
research. At present the Maasai in Kenya, as a cultural and tribal group, 
continue to maintain strong traditions and cultural identity. Their historical 
experiences are complex, however it is their place in post-colonial Kenya 
and their experiences of Western development interventions and 
programmes that support the application of a post-colonial feminist theory 
as an apt framework for this research.  
 
This thesis focuses primarily on Maasai women’s experiences in informal 
learning and literacy in relation to community development. As indicated 
in the introduction of this thesis, there were several reasons why 
postcolonial feminist theory was selected to analyse Maasai women’s life 
experiences. However, the two key reasons are that one, Kenya has been 
strongly affected by colonisation, and later modernisation under the name 
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of development and two, women’s voices have been largely absent from 
processes of planning, implementation and evaluation of development 
programmes (Coast 2002; Creighton et al. 2006; Nussbaum and Glover 
1995; Razari and Miller 1995; Visvanathan et al. 1997; Momsen 2004).  
 
The choice of a specifically feminist postcolonial theory relates to critical 
analyses that have viewed wider postcolonial theory as insufficient in 
explaining power relationships among social classes and gender (Allender 
2002). In response to such criticisms, scholars such as Gayatri Spivak 
extended the theoretical bases of postcolonial theory to develop a feminist 
postcolonial theory. Most notably, Spivak (1985a) was very critical of the 
missing voices of the marginalised, especially women, in the postcolonial 
nation building process. Feminist postcolonial scholars have made a 
considerable contribution through the conceptualisation of an intersection 
between gender, nation, race and identity since the 1980s (Spivak 1985a; 
Harding 1987). Postcolonial feminist scholarship is committed to 
highlighting and challenging the social inequality experienced by 
marginalised women, especially in developing countries. Its theoretical 
approaches are mostly based on experiences of women in various socio-
cultural, historical and political contexts. Prior to reviewing the relevant 
literature, it is important to note that although my topic intersects with a 
number of research areas, this chapter focuses mainly on literature from 
the field of postcolonial feminism, as it is the primary theoretical 
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framework for this study. This chapter will firstly explain how 
postcolonial feminist theory emerged. In the following chapter I will 
review the literature on informal education and literacy, as that is also 
central to the purpose of this research. 
 
The first section of this chapter will discuss the broader terrain of 
postcolonial theory as it analyses the legacies of colonialism, which 
includes maintaining an economic and cultural dependency between the 
colonised people and the former colonising country (Ashcroft et al.1989, 
1995, 2006). The persistent issue of gender inequality in developing 
countries, in terms of unequal access to education, health, public services, 
equal pay, legal rights and political rights, is strongly evident in most 
postcolonial African states. Moreover, due to the dominance of patriarchy 
in still strongly traditional cultures, men’s power over women is often 
perpetuated, as women are silenced by the unacceptability of women 
expressing their opinions in front of men (Hodgson 2011). For at least four 
decades gender inequality has been the focus of women’s empowerment as 
a key objective in the development of a postcolonial critique. The key aim 
of women’s empowerment was to improve the status of women, towards 
equality of social, economic and formal citizenship. International 
development agencies such as the United Nations and the World Bank have 
focused on women’s empowerment in their agendas and have attempted to 
integrate women into decision-making processes for development 
22 
 
programmes (UNESCO 2000b, 2014; World Bank 1997, 2012). However, it 
has been women’s movements that have been most important in raising the 
key objective of the emancipation of women (Mohanty 2003; Allen 2008). 
Therefore feminism in postcolonial feminist theory will be the focus of 
this chapter. 
However, it is important to note that in response to the important work of 
key postcolonial thinkers such as Frantz Fanon (1967) and Edward Said 
(1978), the Subaltern Studies Group was established (Ranajit Guha 1982). 
The scholarship and analysis emerging from the subaltern studies group 
prompted the development of a feminist critique within post-colonialism as 
much of the work of the Subaltern Studies group was viewed as 
insufficient by feminists as it failed to explain gendered power 
relationships. Postcolonial feminists raised the issue of the missing voices 
of the marginalised throughout the world, particularly women (Spivak 
1985a). Feminists also pointed out that this marginalisation meant that 
women were not part of nation building in postcolonial states (Spivak 
1985a; Mohanty 1991). In keeping with the postmodern turn in feminism 
more broadly, and for the practical needs of theory, fieldwork became 
essential for listening to the actual voices of the oppressed (Harding and 
Norber 2005). This was also important for the emergence of Southern 
thinkers as well as an emerging literature from developing country 
feminists (Head 1993; Dangarembga 1988; Ogunyemi 1985; Parmer and 
Minh-ha 1990). A review of literature that deals more directly with 
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development, foreign aid and education will be presented in Chapter 3. 
Hence, this chapter begins by illustrating the major stages of the 
theoretical construction of postcolonial theory, Subaltern Studies, Spivak’s 
expansion of subaltern studies and wider criticism of postcolonial theory. 
Lastly, postcolonial feminist theory will be illuminated to lead us to the 
investigation of women who are affected by social issues in developing 
countries, in particular.  
 
2.2 Postcolonial theory 
As postcolonial feminist theory emerged from postcolonial theory, broader 
postcolonial theory requires some discussion. A key point of postcolonial 
theory in this study is that Kenya was once one of the British colonies 
where the activities of Western missionaries was a form of colonisation, 
and Christianity imposed a different set of expectations on social as well 
as economic development (Achebe 1958). For example, as this study 
demonstrates, patriarchy has been reinforced by the Christian church, 
which has become an important part of the Massai community. 
Postcolonial theory emerged in the critical literature discipline in the 
1960s and took some time to reach prominence, and it has become a 
significant approach in analysing the continuing struggle against 
colonisation and for social justice (Spivak 1985a).  
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Postcolonial theory has also been utilised as a methodological framework 
by key scholars interested in the politics of social identity and social and 
economic development (Frantz Fanon 1967, Edward Said 1978, Homi. K. 
Bhabha 1994, Gayatri Spivak 1985a). A variety of different discourses 
have created a large body of academic and popular literature on 
postcolonial theory and related topics (Ashcroft et al.1989, 1995, 2006; 
Mongia 1996; Schwarz and Ray 2000, Young 1990). Postcolonial 
discourses examine and analyse various relationships between West-East, 
North-South, developed-underdeveloped, and coloniser-colonised 
(Ashcroft et al 1995; Mongia 1996; Schwarz and Ray 2000). Said, Bhabha 
and Spivak were highly influential in conceptualising the connection 
between nation, culture and politics, which contributed to creation of 
postcolonial theory (Young 1990).    
 
Prior to the conceptualisation of postcolonial theory, Frantz Fanon (1967) 
influenced and inspired anti-colonial movements. In his book, “Black Skin, 
White Masks” (1967), Fanon discussed the quest for self-identity, the fight 
against colonisation and processes of decolonisation. As Fanon was born in 
Martinique, a former French colony of the Caribbean Islands, he had lived 
the experience of colonial racism. The official language in Martinique was 
French and he learnt subjects in French at school. He observed that 
speaking French meant that people in his country accepted French culture 
and the colonial master’s minds as local people were forced to adopt 
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French ways of thinking (Fanon 1967). Through the language, local 
people’s minds were completely colonised and forced to obey their 
master’s orders. Fanon concluded that the mastery of language affords 
significant power (Fanon 1967, p.18). Frantz Fanon developed perspectives 
on decolonisation within post-colonial studies, seeking to demonstrate how 
black people were oppressed and colonised by Western cultures. It is 
suggested that this perspective can also be applied to examine current 
relationships between donor and aid recipient countries as a number of 
scholars claim that through development assistance, the relationship 
between the coloniser and colonised has been maintained (Ashcroft et al 
1995; Mongia 1996; Said 1978; Schwarz and Ray 2000). In this study this 
perspective can be applied more specifically as due to the postcolonial 
state, educational development assistance throughout postcolonial societies 
has focused on formal European models of education. Thus acting as a 
means of maintaining prior colonial power. This is evident in the fact that 
such systems fail recognize or value traditional and informal modes of 
education carried out by local women aiming to resist patriarchal 
oppression and to preserve aspects of traditional culture (Gee 1991; Street 
1995; Barton et al. 2000; Rogers 2004). For example, some women in 
Narok are fighting against traditional patriarchy and FGM.    
Fanon also argued that local/colonised people were oppressed by 
outsiders/colonisers in attempts to speak of their own opinions to others. 
Fanon used provocative arguments to prompt people to be aware of their 
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colonised minds. He articulated powerful ideas about liberating people 
within his country (Fanon 1952).  
The postcolonial struggle and analysis is relevant to this study on two 
levels, first because Kenya was under colonial rule by the British from 
1895 to 1963 and second because it is a theoretical context from which 
postcolonial feminist theory emerged. While the research participants in 
this study did not raise the socio-cultural and political complications of 
colonisation, it is necessary to understand the history of Kenya, 
particularly in relation to education. In some literacy contexts, 
postcolonial theory addresses the literature produced in countries that used 
to be colonies of other countries, such as East Africa. Postcolonial theory 
raised the challenge that writers under colonial rule were educated within a 
system of colonisation (Sifuna 1990). This means colonising countries like 
Britain educated the colonised Kenyans through their education system. 
Although the importance of integration of traditional indigenous 
knowledge into the current formal education has been discussed for many 
years, Kenya has maintained a British system of education since 1963 
(Sifuna 1990). This is strongly reflected in the fact that English has been 
used as the medium of instruction at school since 1963 (Sifuna 1990).   
Postcolonial theory emerged by examining postcolonial literature and 
discourses in order to understand the impact of the colonisation process. It 
was illustrated within literature and viewed from narratives of the ‘lived’ 
experiences of colonisation and postcolonial life. Edward Said’s book, 
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‘Orientalism’ (1978), has been highly influential in the emergence of 
postcolonial theory (Mongia 1998). For Said, postcolonialism was about 
analysing imperialism, “the practice, the theory, and the attitudes, of a 
dominating metropolitan centre ruling a distant territory “colonialism”, 
which is almost always a consequence of imperialism, the implanting of 
settlements on distant territory”(Said 1994, p.8). Said clearly condemned 
the distinction between the coloniser and colonised. Said described the 
colonised as ‘inhabitants of the non-Western and non-European world, 
which had been controlled and often settled forcibly by Europeans” (1989, 
p.206). Later, Said’s coloniser/colonised argument was applied to the more 
contemporary process of the West’s impositions on the East (the Orient). 
In his analysis, Said pointed out that “the Orient is all absence, whereas 
one feels the Orientalist and what he says as presence (1978, p.208).” Said 
(1978) argued that the West had constructed stereotyped views about the 
East. He further suggested that a long history of European colonial power 
and domination over colonised countries has disregarded the knowledge 
and life experiences of local people. 
Said (1978) suggested that the positioning of the colonial subject was 
homogenous, for example, a homogeneous group of Africa to be dominated 
by the imperial colonial powers. While there are a large number of ethnic 
groups, tribes and languages spoken in Africa, Said (1978) observed that, 
Africa was seen as one large group of ‘Others’. Further, Said (1978) 
suggested that postcolonial literature is most likely to be focused on the 
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writings and experiences of Western men in colonial times. As Spivak 
(1985a) noted, female writers discussing local female opinions and life 
experiences were not prominent.  
Western descriptions of the representation of ‘the colonised’ have been 
challenged by a number of scholars such as Rana Kabbani whom authored 
books such as “The Invention of Africa” (1988). Also Chinua Achebe 
(1958), a well-known Nigerian writer, addressed misinterpretations of 
African culture as backward and uncivilized, by conveying the tale of the 
colonization of the Igbo (one of the tribes in Nigeria) from an African 
point of view. For example, Achebe observed that African people were 
portrayed as savage and ignorant in Joseph Conrad’s fictional book “Heart 
of Darkness” (1988). Conrad (1988) represented Congolese natives as 
‘foolish faces with unconcerned old eyes of black people’ (1988, p.8). 
Conrad’s book reinforced racism and misconceptions about African people. 
This motivated Achebe to write a story about the cultural life of Igbo in 
Nigeria, and he published a novel called “Things Fall Apart” (1958).  The 
novel demonstrated the impact of British imperialism and Christian 
missionaries through the experiences of a traditional Igbo family. As 
Africa was excluded from the discipline of literature, Achebe deliberately 
included Indigenous African writings within the field of literature. 
Achebe’s provocative essay entitled “An Image of Africa: Racism in 
Conrad's Heart of Darkness" (Achebe 1977) emphasised a strong criticism 
of how Conrad “set Africa up as a foil to Europe” (1977, p.251).  Achebe 
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also pointed out that “The real question is the dehumanization of Africa 
and Africans, which this age-long attitude has fostered and continues to 
foster in the world” (1977, p.256).  Achebe asserted that the humanity of 
black people portrayed in the book should be addressed.  He concluded 
that the West ought to look at people in the continent of Africa without 
inherited prejudices and stereotype images. Moreover, in an interview with 
Bill Moyers (1989), Achebe replied that “We are passing through a bad 
patch, and if we succeed, then even this experience of the bad patch will 
turn out to be an enrichment” (Moyers 1989, p.343). Achebe confidently 
stated that Africa experienced the terrible colonization by the West, yet 
Africa had a capacity to overcome its trauma and would make efforts to 
bring about social improvements. However, Olarinmoye (2013) was critical 
of Achebe (1977) for representing and reinforcing traditional gender roles 
where women were only engaged in gendered functions such as marriage, 
child bearing and child rearing, hence revealing a strong patriarchal view. 
Moreover, the language used in postcolonial writing (mainly the colonial 
master’s language, for instance, English/French) was criticised by Ashcroft 
and others (1989). There had been a tendency towards native languages 
being replaced by the standard dominant language (Ashcroft 1989). 
Writing texts in English was already another form of exclusion of the 
subaltern’s opinions. Spivak also noted that “the feeling of cultural 
identity almost always presupposes a language” (1996, p.199). This 
argument led to the emergence of postcolonial writers writing in their own 
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language, such as Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o (1986), a Kenyan writer. Ngiug wa 
Thiong’o notes “its [colonisation’s] most important domination was the 
mental domination of the colonized, the control, through culture, of how 
people perceived themselves and their relationship to the world” (1986, 
p16). He produces novels in his mother tongue, Gikuyu rather than in the 
national languages of English or Swahili. This was a way for him to fully 
identify himself and his roots. For him, writing in his native language 
rather than the colonial language of English was his political message. He 
encouraged other African authors to write in their native language that 
could be a process of “decolonizing the mind” away from the colonised 
mind-set to becoming a native African (Ngiug wa Thiong’o 1986). He also 
attempted to convey the message of importance of writing about true 
African experiences. Ngiug wa Thiong’o clearly stated that “language and 
literature were taking us further and further from ourselves to other selves, 
from our world to other worlds” (1986, p.12). He strongly criticised the 
influence of a colonial language on native cultures and people. This 
argument remains defeated as regards the formal education system in 
Kenya as the only languages used in school education are the dominant 
English and Swahili, this adds to diminishing the tribal or native identities. 
It also reflects the central relevance of postcolonial theory to this research 
and goes further in recognising women’s specific exclusion from dominant 
culture.  
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As Parmer and Minh-ha stated, “now that more women of colour have 
access to education, there will be more and more rewriting work to be done 
on our side” (1990, p.68). A small number of postcolonial women writers 
are also known in African literature, including Bessie Head (1977) 
(Botswana/South Africa), Tsitsi Dangarembga (1988) (Zimbabwe) and 
Chikwenye Okonjo Ogunyemi (1985) (Nigeria). Head (1992), in the book 
“The Collector of Treasures: and Other Botswana Village Tales”, 
described women’s oppressed situation in African society. Dangarembga 
(1988) in the book of “Nervous Conditions” also illustrated gender issues 
observed in daily lives, such as son preference in schooling and early 
marriage for young girls in post-colonial Zimbabwe in the 1960s. 
Ogunyemi’s (1985) idea of ‘womanism’, African women’s feminist ideas, 
will be discussed more closely later in this chapter. This approach is apt 
for the research focus of this study. From the ‘womanism’ perspective, the 
language of development and improvement (from the ex-colonising 
nations) is also a suppression of culture and denies the agency of the 
Maasai women whom, as this research demonstrates, have their own 
strategies for learning and improving their economic and social status.  
In addition, female postcolonial authors in Africa have produced literature 
that searched for an African identity. For instance, Nafissatou Diallo 
(1975) was the first Senegalese female author to publish a novel and an 
autobiography aiming to break the silence of women, the subaltern of 
Africa, though literature.   
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In an important contribution to postcolonial theory, Homi Bhabha (1994) 
developed the concept of hybridity based on literary and cultural theory to 
explain the construction of mixed culture and identity within situations of 
colonial opposition and inequity (Bhabha 1994, 1996). Bhabha offers his 
insights of the various complexities within the identification of the 
“Other”. Bhabha constantly reminds us of the dangers of simplifying 
cultures or endorsing assumptions. In postcolonial discourse, the notion 
that any culture or identity is genuine, pure or significant can be 
controversial (Ashcroft et al. 1995). Bhabha himself is aware of the risks 
of fixity of identities within colonial thinking, stating that “all forms of 
culture are continually in a process of hybridity” (Rutherford 1990, p.211). 
His conceptualisation of hybridity allows us to challenge our image of 
fixed and controlled indigenous cultures and the illusion of cultural 
isolation or purity. In relation to my study, the research participants found 
various spaces in which to develop their identities as strong women, while 
still committed to many traditional practices but challenging others. 
Interventions of colonial power have created more complex and diverse 
cultures in developing, postcolonial states. Cultures can be seen to interact 
and transform with each other in a complex way. It can be said that 
cultures are consequences of historical processes (Bhabha 1994). This is a 
key point when considering the generalised impact of feminism on 
women’s cultural struggles for equality as is discussed later in this thesis. 
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Another significant postcolonial writer/theorist, Stuart Hall (1992) 
described the West as being “a society that is developed, industrialized, 
urbanized, capitalist, secular, and modern” (p. 278). Consequently, Hall 
states that the dominant view of the West was that non-Western societies 
were somewhere far away from the West and could be underdeveloped and 
backward compared to the West (1992, p.1992). Hall’s point is that like 
Said’s description of Orientalism, dichotomies form from the Western 
viewpoints, which places the non-Western countries as ‘other’ and in need 
of ‘development’ or modernization, to make them more like the West. This 
occurred during colonisation and is now perpetuated through the West 
being involved in development of non-Western countries. Therefore, 
development programmes implemented in Africa apply a Western model of 
improvement and they would not regard the traditional and cultural skills 
and organisations as important components in their implementation 
(Goldssmith & Mander 2001; Carmen 1996; Arowolo 2010). This study 
focuses on how developmental processes appear to ignore Massai women’s 
own resistances (to patriarchy for example) and how they develop their 
own literacies through informal learning in relation to the needs of their 
everyday lives. Therefore, postcolonial theory from a perspective of local 
colonised African people is useful to analyse the impact of colonisation on 
the colonised and to examine the socio-cultural effects in the people in 
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Narok. Through so called development assistance, the power relationship 
between the coloniser and colonised can still be observed.  
 
For marginalised and subordinated women facing multiple forms of 
inequalities based on gender, race and class, access to education and 
involvement in decision-making processes have been constrained (Moser 
1993; Robeyns 2010). Such multiple inequalities intersect and have great 
influence on women’s lives. To emphasise the status of groups of 
marginalised women, the term ‘subaltern’ was applied by Spivak (1998). 
Later insufficient discussion and analysis of gender perspectives in 
postcolonial theory were pointed out. Hence by addressing this point, 
postcolonial feminist theory was developed (Anderson, 2002; Browne et al., 
2007). 
 
Spivak (1988) developed a new conceptualisation of the ‘subaltern’ in her 
essay, “Can the Subaltern Speak?”. The term, subaltern was borrowed from 
Antonio Gramsci’s application of the term, meaning of lower class of 
people in society who are under hegemony of the ruling class (Ashcroft et 
al., 2000). Gramsci (1971) applied the term, subaltern, in relation to social 
class in Italy. Subaltern is a term that commonly refers to people who are 
socially, politically, and geographically outside of the hegemonic power 
structure (Gramsci 1971). He stated that “Subaltern classes are subject to 
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the initiatives of the dominant class, even when they rebel; they are in a 
state of anxious defence” (Gramsci 1971, p.21). Drawing on this meaning, 
subaltern people are those who are subordinated by hegemony and 
excluded from important positions in society. Also, subaltern groups often 
experience discrimination by dominant groups within their own society 
(Gramsci 1971; Spivak 1985a). Smith (2010) suggests that Gramsci 
undertook an important analysis of capitalist hegemony, where Gramsci 
viewed slaves, peasants, religious groups, women, different races, and the 
proletariat as the subaltern. This is why it was significant for Gramsci to 
understand and analyse the subaltern’s emergence and processes in socio-
cultural, political, historical contexts (Smith 2010). Like Gramsci’s 
subaltern groups, colonised people have been silenced by dominant, 
colonising communities; they can also be viewed as subaltern. Drawing on 
this idea, scholarship on ‘subaltern studies’ emerged. For example, the 
Subaltern Studies Group was founded by Indian historian, Ranajit Guha 
(1982). However, the studies did not explain well enough subalterns’ lack 
of autonomy and agency. Prakash further claims that “while these scholars 
failed to recognize fully that the subalterns’ resistance did not simply 
oppose power but was also constituted by it, their own work showed this to 
be the case” (1994, p.1480). 
Spivak also argued that subaltern is not just “a classy word for oppressed, 
for Other, for somebody who's not getting a piece of the pie....In 
postcolonial terms, everything that has limited or no access to the cultural 
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imperialism is subaltern - a space of difference. Now who would say that's 
just the oppressed? The working class is oppressed. It 's not subaltern....” 
(in de Kock 1992, p.45). Spivak raised the issue of the unequal power 
relations of gender and she referred to subordinated women as subaltern. 
Spivak especially points out the missing subordinated group in the 
Subaltern in the quote below: 
“It is well known that the notion of the feminine (rather than the 
subaltern of imperialism) has been used in a similar way within 
deconstructive criticism and within certain varieties of feminist 
criticism. In the former case, a figure of ‘woman’ is at issue, one 
whose minimal prediction as indeterminate is already available to 
the phallocentric tradition. Subaltern historiography raises 
questions of method that would prevent it from using such a ruse. 
For the ‘figure’ of woman, the relationship between woman and 
silence can be plotted by women themselves; race and class 
differences are subsumed under that change. Subaltern 
historiography must confront the impossibility of such gestures” 
(Spivak 1985a, p.82).   
 
The extent of women’s empowerment to ensure that women’s voices are 
heard in their male dominant community can be analysed by the term, 
subaltern. Spivak (1985a) noted that ‘subaltern’ women have been 
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continuously excluded, and are constituted as a marginalized group in 
society. They stay at the lower position of the local power structure, 
without being uplifted to an equal status with men. Spivak (1985a) argued 
that subaltern women have a voice, but there is no space placed for women 
to raise a voice, and their voice should be valued in society. This is a 
significant point in this study as it raises questions about the subordinate 
situation of Maasai women and how this influences women’s learning and 
well-being. Given that postcolonial theory has evolved far beyond its 
original literary discourses it has been related to “questions of resistance, 
power, ethnicity, nationality, language, and culture and the transformation 
of dominant discourses by ordinary people” (Ashcroft et al. 1989). In 
relation to this study, women’s resistance to traditional patriarchy within 
their Maasai under the colonised nation of Kenya has been observed 
through their collective learning and action for each other and having their 
voice heard in their created spaces in the village. Therefore, outsiders such 
as development workers need to listen to and learn from the local women, 
which could improve the effectiveness of development programmes. 
While postcolonial theory has significance in relation to integrating local 
people’s views in educational development programmes in Africa, Spivak 
(1988) pointed out that postcolonial theory does not reflect a gendered 
perspective. Therefore, we must incorporate feminist perspectives towards 
developing a postcolonial feminist approach (Anderson 2002). I discuss 
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postcolonial feminism in the following section to provide the lens through 
which I embarked upon my research.   
 
2.3 Postcolonial Feminism 
Postcolonial feminism is one of the critical theories that can be used to 
examine the intersections of race, class, and gender and other relations. 
With this understanding, I have paid careful attention to the complexity 
and experiences of village women’s everyday lives, which may often be 
overlooked.  
First, within postcolonial feminism it is often noted that a researcher’s 
race, class, gender and culture could affect the research process and the 
position of the researcher is acknowledged and incorporated into research 
analysis (Mohanty 1991, 1997, 2003; Kirkham &Anderson 2002). The 
researcher can be an influential instrument of observation in the research 
site and needs to be committed to analysing and interpreting the culture 
(Deutsch 2004). As Deutsch (2004) notes of the process of becoming a 
researcher, researchers should be aware that research work and writings 
are produced in the particular standpoints the researcher is positioned, 
hence researchers should also acknowledge the limits of objectivity. 
Therefore with these views in mind, I have incorporated my researcher 
‘positionality’ as a Japanese middle-class woman and junior academics 
into the research process and have attempted to be responsible and 
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accountable for how I interpret and represent the knowledge produced by 
the research participants in Narok.  
Second, postcolonial feminist theory sets out to examine how race, gender, 
and class relations influence social, cultural, political and economic 
factors, which shape the lives of subordinated women. In this study I will 
examine how race, tradition, gender roles influence individual experiences 
of learning and daily life of Maasai women. Through village women’s 
narratives I will be able to examine and gain a deeper understanding of the 
barriers and facilitators that have influenced the village women in seeking 
a solution to improve their well-being and in particular their strategies for 
avoiding poverty for themselves and their children.  
The aim of feminist research is not only to generate a more accurate 
account of women’s everyday experiences, but also seek to change the 
oppressive conditions in which they live (Narayan 1997; Mohanty 1991, 
1997, 2003; Reimer-Kirkham &Anderson 2002, Fine 2010; Evans 2002; 
Phillips 2009 y). Feminist research is politically driven in which it 
challenges the dominant forces influencing women’s lives (Mohanty 2003). 
The aim of this study is to not only explore  women’s informal learning 
and community development activities, but also to seek to improve the 
conditions in which they live, and that women practice and access to 
learning and literacy. This postcolonial feminist perspective “recognises 
the need for knowledge construction from the perspective of the 
marginalised female subject whose voice has been muted in the knowledge 
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production process” (Reimer-Kirkham. & Anderson 2002, p.10). Feminist 
research methods also aim at giving close attention to ‘what was spoken, 
what was implied and what was not spoken about’ (Denzin & Lincoln1994).  
In addition, Spivak (1985b) also developed the idea of ‘strategic 
essentialism’. This was necessary in the context of an intrinsically post-
structuralist theory of postcolonial feminism, as strategic essentialism can 
be engaged by a collective group of the subaltern (or women) to work 
toward structural change, while at the same time criticising the category 
for being assumed to be a homogeneous group of people (Spivak 1985b). 
The term ‘essentialism’ refers here to the risk of ‘restoring’ subaltern 
voices, creating stereotyped impressions of their diverse cultures (Spivak 
1985b). She said, “one must nevertheless insist that the colonized 
subaltern subject is irretrievably heterogeneous”. (Spivak 1985b, p.79). 
This relates to wider debates in feminism, in the post-modern critiques of 
radical and other structural feminisms that tended to generalise all 
women’s experiences of being women (Fine 2010; Evans 2002; Spender 
1985; Mohanty 2003; Phillips 2009).  
 
However, Spivak (1999) also suggests that essentialism could be used 
strategically by groups to make it easier for the subaltern to be heard and 
understood by the majority. For instance, if women’s groups have their 
own goals and activities to change their unfair situation in communities, 
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the most common needs are addressed in working for improvements. The 
subaltern group of people are structurally marginalised and individual 
voices would not be effective enough to bring about social change. Yet, 
collective voices as a group could influence and lead social change. Spivak 
analysed the European metaphysics of Kanto and Hegel in her book called 
“A Critique of Postcolonial Reason” (1999), and observed that they seem 
to exclude the subaltern from social discussions, and also prevent non-
Western scholars from occupying positions as fully human subjects. Based 
on her analysis of the major philosophers, Spivak (1999) suggested non-
Western people as well as the subaltern had been historically excluded 
from philosophical discourses (Spivak 1999).   
 
Within Spivak’s discussion of strategic essentialism, it is implied that the 
marginalized people themselves create a group for formulating their own 
identity and to further advance their own well-being. This relates to the 
key question of this study: that is whether a family and community are 
benefitted in a sustainable way based on grassroots informal women’s 
groups. The Maasai women use strategic collective action based on 
collective voices; they, as a group, take initiatives in order to bring about 
social change.  
After studying postcolonial theory and the concept of subaltern, Spivak 
(1988) criticised subaltern studies and postcolonial scholarship when she 
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observed a young Bengali woman’s suicide in South Asia. Some widows 
will commit suicide to honour their husbands culturally. Spivak (1988) 
used this example and claimed that this type of suicide was a woman’s 
wrong effort at self-representation, and some women are not able to 
express themselves in the South Asian patriarchal society:   
Nor does the solution lie in the positivist inclusion of a monolithic 
collectively of ‘women’ in the list of the oppressed whose 
unfractured subjectivity allows them to speak for themselves against 
an equally monolithic ‘same system’” (Spivak 1988, p.278).  
As Spivak observed, some postcolonial debates as well as Subaltern 
studies had left ‘women’ out of their discourse. Spivak also observed that 
women had been constructed “both as object of colonialist historiography 
and as subject of insurgency, the ideological construction of gender keeps 
the male dominant” (Spivak 1988, p. 287). Therefore, “If, in the context of 
colonial production, the subaltern has no history and cannot speak, the 
subaltern as female is even more deeply in shadow” (Spivak 1988, p.287).  
A postcolonial feminist view is that women’s issues have been historically 
discussed from a view of generalising and universalising, which could lead 
to a possible misunderstanding of women’s actual situations, especially, 
women of colour (Mohanty 1991). Postcolonial theory has prompted 
scholars to reconsider key aspects of tradition and culture in the everyday 
lives of women in post-colonial states, such as Kenya (Spivak 1985a, 
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Mohanty 1997). Mohanty (1991, 1997) questions Spivak’s suggestion of 
the generalization of ‘women’ and asserts that we should recognise 
differences in women’s subordinate experiences in a diversity of historical, 
cultural and social contexts. Mohanty’s position reminds us to consider the 
continuing struggles of indigenous people for their identity formation in 
the globalized world, by looking at the impact of the perspectives of 
colonial thought and patriarchal power (Pierson et al. 1998; Young 2001). 
The important point to draw from this discussion is that women in 
postcolonial countries may experience specific gender issues that differ 
from women in the West.  
Moreover, Narayan (1997) explored and examined how the cultures and 
feminist agendas of developing countries have been misinterpreted, and 
she also contributed to the cultural politics of discussions of 
‘Westernisation’ in developing countries contexts. Narayan strongly claims 
that “Westerners are sadly ignorant about Third-World (sic) cultural 
contexts and hence suffer from parochial limitations of vision” (1997, 
p.125). She found that Westerners’ commitment to learning about other 
cultures is limited and they tend to be attached to stereotyped images of 
developing countries, which can limit one’s exploring knowing about the 
‘real’ developing countries and often would result in misinterpretation 
about cultures of developing countries (Narayan 1997). Postcolonial 
feminists claimed that mainstream Western feminists used to ignore the 
voices of women of colour, non-Western women for many years, thus 
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creating resentment from feminists in developing nations (Spivak 1985a; 
Mohanty 1993). However, due to the influence of postmodern theory and 
the demand for recognition of diversity and difference, feminist 
approaches have changed in that women’s issues are now analysed by 
gender, social classes and ethnic identities (Narayan 1997). 
Despite the critical view of them by authors such as Mohanty, many 
Western feminists do write in support of the postcolonial feminist project. 
For example, Haraway (1991) critiques gendered discourses observing that 
they are “deeply indebted to racism and colonialism” and she encourages 
women to act upon bringing about equal status in the world. Her words are 
meant for people who “need and hope to live in a world less riddled by the 
dominations of race, colonialism, class, gender and sexuality (Haraway 
1991, p.1). Also Hoogvelt, another European postcolonial feminist scholar 
in the development literature, takes a global perspective and suggests that 
a large number of views of the oppressed can be reported through cultural 
theory, considering multiple identities and traditions (1997, p.157). She 
states that postcolonial discourses cause us to reconstruct the identities of 
marginalised people (Hoogvelt 1997). I engaged in this type of critical 
reflection in order to conduct my research with village women in Kenya. 
Through narratives constructed by the research participants, I was able to 
analyse their positions and identity.  
However, for many developing countries’ scholars’ theories of 
postcolonialism can provide an outlet for citizens to discuss various 
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experiences endured during colonialism (Said 1989). Such experiences 
include: migration, slavery, suppression, resistance, representation, 
difference, race, gender, place and responses to the influential discourses 
of imperial Europe (Said 1989). Postcolonial feminists see the parallels 
between recently decolonized nations and the state of women within 
patriarchy - both take the perspective of a socially marginalized subgroup 
in their relationship to the dominant culture (Spivakt1988; Mohanty 1991, 
1997; Narayan 1997).  
 
2.4 Conclusion 
In this chapter, an examination and discussion of postcolonialism and 
postcolonial feminism provide the theoretical foundations for this study. A 
discussion of postcolonial theory was central in considering not only the 
impact of colonisation on postcolonial states and to create a framework for 
listening to the voices of marginalised people, but to also consider the 
processes of ongoing colonial impositions through ‘development, 
especially in regards to education. The discussion about African writers 
like Achebe (1958) and Ngiug wa Thiong’o (1986), who contributed to 
critical analyses of English literature discriminating against African 
cultures and people, reflect a similar trajectory as for the politicisation of 
Western literary theories. This politicisation led to political commentary 
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by key thinks in postcolonial literary analysis (for example Spivak, Said, 
Hall and Bhaba).  
As a research methodology, a postcolonial feminist perspective assisted in 
placing Maasai women’s marginalised experiences at the focal point of 
analysis with its strong emphasis on listening to the voices of the subaltern 
(Spivak 1985a). It also established the effects of historical forces, together 
with the present social and political processes in Kenya as a postcolonial 
state,  that influence the Maasai women’s educational experiences and 
activities. Therefore postcolonial feminist theory is applied here on two 
distinct levels. First as a way of doing feminist research and second, as a 
way of viewing the wider forces at play in the village women’s lives.  
Even though the Maasai have strong cultural and traditional practices, 
because of other cultures’ influence, their society is changing or as Bhaba 
(1994) would describe it - ‘hybridising’. This is specifically evident in 
relation to development programmes imposed by outsiders that have also 
stimulated cultural changes for the Maasai.  
Chapter Three is a further literature review that accounts for the current 
discourses of women’s literacy/informal learning and empowerment in the 
context of development. It includes a discussion of the importance of 
women’s self-learning processes that set out to improve well-being based 
on their life experiences and previous knowledge from a perspective of 
village women in Narok County in Kenya. 
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Chapter 3. Women’s Informal Learning and 
Empowerment in the Context of Development 
 
3.1 Introduction 
 
In Chapter 2, the theoretical framework for this thesis was established via 
a review of literature relevant to the development of postcolonial feminism. 
The main messages arising from a postcolonial feminist perspective are 
first, that there is no universal experience of women’s oppression; second, 
that in postcolonial states women are generally still of a subaltern status 
and that it is a task of postcolonial feminism and feminist researchers to 
create spaces for subaltern women to speak from and be heard. An 
important role of postcolonial feminist research is the focus on social 
justice. This perspective places women’s experiences at the centre of 
analysis by examining daily experiences of marginalisation and power 
(Anderson 2002).  
As the focus of this study is women’s self-directed learning and literacy, 
this chapter analyses meanings of formal, non-formal and informal 
education and literacy. It presents a review of the meanings of literacy and 
its significance in socio-economic contexts. The importance of recognition 
of women’s empowerment, agency and autonomy in the context of 
development is also put forward and examined in the chapter. Finally, as 
this study seeks to investigate Maasai women’s experiences of informal 
learning, literacy and development in their traditional patriarchal context, 
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intersections of poverty, racial and ethnic marginalisation and economic 
marginalisation and gender will also be discussed.   
 
3.2 Informal Learning and Adult Literacy in Development 
 
This section will explore why women’s informal learning and literacy are 
vital for a country’s development. While non formal/ informal education 
and literacy targeting adults had been neglected by governments and 
international donor agencies in the 1990s, in the post-Dakar decades, 
ministries of education in developing countries and aid agencies have 
shown an interest in provision of quality non formal/ informal education to 
disadvantaged and vulnerable groups of people (Rogers 2004, Hoppers 
2006). Such education approaches have become important to meet various 
educational needs, therefore financial and technical support from 
international aid agencies were provided to education and development 
organisations in developing countries such as Kenya (Lauglo 2001; 
Hoppers 2005).  
As stated above, there are three major education approaches: formal, non-
formal and informal. Formal education is structured education programmes 
that take place at schools. Non-formal education is organised educational 
programmes outside of formal education systems such as language or skills 
classes. Informal education is lifelong learning educational activities 
occurring in everyday life at home and in work places. On the one hand, 
formal education is defined as “the highly institutionalized, 
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chronologically graded and hierarchically structured ‘education system’, 
spanning lower primary school and the upper reaches of the university” 
(Coombs & Ahmed 1974, p.8). Critically, formal educational programmes 
are systematized and organised. Formal education programs are primarily 
classroom-based and delivered for the most part by teachers trained by an 
accredited teacher training institution. In relation to the colonisation 
process used formal schooling and literacy instruction to promote a type of 
education that followed the colonisers’ education, privileging European 
culture, languages and religion (Freire 1970). The Kenyan writer, Ngogi’ 
wa Thiong’o (1986) also observed that colonial schooling and language 
education can be seen as a vehicle of colonisation. This was through his 
own schooling experience where he was forced to learn English, the 
colonial language, but not Gikuyu, his mother tongue. 
 
On the other hand, non-formal education “… is any organized, systematic, 
educational activity carried on outside the framework of the formal system 
to provide selected types of learning to particular subgroups in the 
population, adults as well as children” (Coombs & Ahmed 1974, p.8). Non-
formal education can be viewed as literacy education with skills 
development or flexible learning opportunities provided by governments 
and non-governmental organisations. There is a third education system 
called informal education. Coombs and Ahmed define it as follows:  
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Informal education as used here is the lifelong process by which 
every person acquires and accumulates knowledge, skills, attitudes 
and insights from daily experiences and exposure to the 
environment – at home, at work, at play; from the example and 
attitudes of family and friends; from travel, reading newspapers 
and books; or by listening to the radio or viewing films or 
television. Generally, informal education is unorganized and often 
unsystematic; yet it accounts for the great bulk of any person’s 
total lifetime learning – including that of even a highly ‘schooled’ 
person (1974, p.8). 
It is unorganised and unstructured learning, hence it is part of a lifelong 
learning process.  
UNESCO defines informal learning as: 
Informal learning is learning that occurs in daily life, in the family, 
in the workplace, in communities and through interests and 
activities of individuals. Through the recognition, validation and 
accreditation process, competences gained in informal learning can 
be made visible, and can contribute to qualifications and other 
recognitions (2012, p.8). 
Informal learning plays a vital role in the development of professional 
skills of individuals and people can benefit from it to improve one’s well-
being. Edwards and Usher (2001) explored the application of informal 
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learning in one’s lives, arguing that community-based informal learning 
has become a reasonable resource for those who have engaged in the 
development of skills and multiliteracies. Informal learning takes place 
based on one’s personal needs, and the autonomy of a learner is seen as an 
advantage in informal learning (Papen 2012). Hence a learner controls 
one’s own learning process and it can be a meaningful experience in which 
a learner becomes more familiar and capable within one’s own cultural 
setting (Yanchar et al. 2013).  
 
Furthermore, informal education has links to notions of traditional 
education in Africa. Traditional education is passed from one generation to 
another via verbal communication and cultural rituals. Even though 
Western education was imposed into Africa by colonisation, including 
studies of European languages, history and literature, the culture and 
tradition of a community has been transferred in the form of traditional 
education. Also, people in Africa acquire knowledge about agriculture, 
food preparation, health care, conservation and herbal medicine through 
traditional informal learning (Omolewa 2007). To preserve traditional 
knowledge, Omolewa (2007) highlighted the significance of the integration 
of traditional knowledge into the current school curriculum, adopting 
elements of story-telling and dancing. A local language as a medium of 
instruction at educational institution is also recommended so that learners 
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acquire the contents of knowledge and skills effectively (Mulumba and 
Masaazi 2012).  
Rogers (2004) suggests that formal and non formal education are included 
in wider areas of informal learning. While formal education is organised in 
primary, secondary and higher educational institutions with formal 
curriculum, informal learning is taking place throughout one’s life. 
Therefore informal learning is unstructured, incidental learning and the 
most significant learning activities happen in the everyday of people’s 
lives (Rogers 2003). Jeffs and Smith (2016, p.3) support this view and 
summarise informal education by suggesting that it “works through, and is 
driven by, conversation” and “is spontaneous and involves exploring and 
enlarging experience, and can take place in any setting”. Smith (1999, 
2008) also regards informal learning as self-directed learning and suggests 
that “people might seek to ‘teach themselves’ through conversation, 
through constructing some sort of learning plan”.   
Discussing informal group learning, Hemmings asserted that, “remarkable 
things can happen when we come together in small groups” (2011, p. 280). 
It is also suggested that through informal learning, people try to work for 
the well-being of their colleagues and lead change that affects people’s 
lives (Jeffs and Smith 2005, p. 95-6). Adults learn through involvement in 
community development and also learn for local community development 
(Fragoso et al. 2011).  
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Also supporting informal learning, Rogers argues that we need lifelong 
learning to lead to social change and overcome disadvantages:  
The reason why some people are poor and remain outside the 
dominant groups is not their lack of education but the fact that they 
are being ‘excluded’ by the elites, by the oppression of the systems 
(including formal education) through which the dominant groups 
exert power. What is needed is to change the systems as well as 
provide learning opportunities for the excluded (2006, p.130). 
Jackson et al. (2011) suggests that current debates on life-long learning 
“do not explicitly address gender as an issue” (p. 247). Further, it is 
observed that women’s groups are effective in building individual 
confidence, empowerment and to lead solidarity among women in 
development programmes (Jackson et al. 2011).   
This is an important aspect of adult learning, as noted by Coombs (1968) 
that adults learn based on their needs to solve daily issues. Informal 
learning along with adult literacy acquisition is observed in the Maasai 
women’s everyday lives. This is described extensively in the Maasai 
women’s interviews discussed later in this thesis. The radical nature of 
informal education also helps people become empowered to challenge 
social issues and liberate people from oppressed situations (Richardson 
and Wolfe 2001). Richardson and Wolfe suggest that: 
54 
 
informal and formal education are not opposites. Just as education 
in the classroom has informal elements, so informal education may 
use formal methods and styles. However, informal education has 
the capacity to act as a counterbalance to schooling, especially 
when formal education is centralised and controlled (2001, p.2). 
Adults learn based on their needs, using previous knowledge, and apply 
acquired skills and knowledge in order to solve problems immediately. 
Merriam et al. (2007) highlight that learning activities are highly related to 
culture, therefore, the responsibility of all community members “to teach 
and to learn” (Merriam et al. 2007, p.237) and further observed that 
“informal learning, which adults engage in on a daily basis, hardly counts 
as “real learning” in a formal school setting. The Maasai women in Narok 
North District identified urgent issues in their village and organised a 
small women’s group to overcome the issues. There was not an obvious 
instructor who directed the group members in what to do, rather they all 
believed in mutual cooperation and acted upon solutions together. Through 
analysing social issues, taking initiatives for solving the issues and 
reflecting the outcomes, the women in Narok have experienced a form of 
empowering. The interviewed women’s voices highlighted a sense that 
their self-determined learning consequently brings about positive change to 
overcome underlying social problems. The Narok women became active 
agents of social change through informal learning. “Individual and 
collective agency are necessary to make gender inequitable society more 
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equitable” (Maslak 2008 p. 119). Maslak notes that “agency reflects the 
engagement of participants - individually and collectively - in this entire 
process from critical analysis and knowledge construction to changing 
attitudes and meanings, to planning and carrying out strategic activities” 
(2008, p.119). Resistance to oppressed situations through agency is 
indicated in the village women’s grassroots movements introduced in 
Chapter Six. Women’s informal groups introduced in this study can be 
seen to serve as an emancipatory function (Maslak 2008). 
Based on research conducted in Africa and the Middle East, King (1982) 
shows that in the absence of formal education, people acquire skills 
through families and peers based on everyday life experiences. People with 
limited literacy and numeracy skills may find it difficult to participate in a 
formal educational course to gain particular skills, yet for them less formal 
and informal type of learning system to acquire skills might be more 
comfortable and effective (Beddie & Halliday-Wynes 2010). A good 
example of the effectiveness of informal learning is demonstrated in 
Robertson’s (1984) findings on the benefits of non-formal education of 
schooled girls in Ghana, who were selling goods at the market suggested 
that formal schooling was not useful for the girls to gain trading 
knowledge, rather these girls acquired trading skills through informal 
education. 
However, Hodkinson (2010) raises a concern about the formalisation of 
informal education, where some educators and policy makers try to specify, 
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measure and control the process of learning. Hodkinson argued that “what 
matters more are important questions about the value and purposes of what 
is being learned, and to whom” (2010, p. 46). Literacy rates are “a 
replacement for personal trust.…. The desire to express literacy through 
numbers is currently driven by policies and an imaginary which is based in 
the vision of a global order in which nations compete for position within a 
capitalist marketplace” (Hamilton 2012b, pp. 25, 27). In other wise, 
Hodkinson is suggesting that due to the drive for countries to use literacy 
as a measure of development in a market place, the intrinsic interpersonal 
values of informal education, such as trust, can get lost. 
 
While there are primarily three types of education systems, informal 
learning plays a significant role in the acquisition of skills and knowledge 
of individuals particularly where people have restricted access to formal 
learning. As will be noted in later chapters some women in this study use 
informal learning effectively to improve their standard of living.  
 
3.3 Women’s Informal Learning in Africa  
 
The focus of this thesis is on the experience of informal learning and 
literacy in Kenya. As such, it is important to develop an understanding of 
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the specificities of the practices of informal learning in the context of 
Africa.  
In Africa, in spite of active participation in the agricultural area, women 
are restricted from property ownership, land tenure systems, access to 
finance, education and social welfare services, due to socio-cultural factors 
(Kiptot & Franzel 2011; Oduro et al. 2011; Hodgson 2011). Several studies 
provide empirical data for us to consider. Inequalities between men and 
women in assets, wages, education and employment still exist in Kenya 
(Chiuri 1996). The assets or resources can be the means of production such 
as land and labour or capital/finances in the form of cash and/or credit. It 
is claimed that the traditional patriarchal systems in Africa were 
reconstructed under colonialism (1895 - 1963) in ways that benefited men, 
disadvantaged women, and strengthened male control over female labour 
and productivity (Chiuri 1996; Kiptot and Franzel 2011; Oduro et al. 2011, 
Hodgson 2011). Local chiefs became colonial functionaries who regained 
the power to allocate land (Chiuri 1996). In examining the formal 
education system, it is evident that it has been sustained by foreign aid, 
and African governments have perpetuated Western-style education 
systems within their own countries. Thus, the primary beneficiaries of 
formal education in Africa tended to be high-class or privileged 
individuals, not the wider population (Psacharopoulos, 1994). 
 
Despite the hardship most women in Africa face, there are a number of 
autonomous grassroots groups established by women that are committed to 
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mobilising resources to sustain women’s groups and activism. Local 
community and faith based organisations provide opportunities for 
informal learning (Trutko et al. 2014). Such organisations also provide an 
opportunity for the organisations participants to engage in informal 
network building. This has been true for some churches and grassroots 
women’s groups in Narok, as described by women’s voices in this study. It 
can be said that the informal learning process is community- based rather 
than individual one (Popov 2009). After becoming empowered through 
informal learning, women excise their agency in response to oppressive 
daily situations (Papen 2003).  
Temitope and Adedoyin (2014) in Nigeria emphasise that if local small-
scale business women have access to networks and associations providing 
informal capacity development opportunities, their small businesses will 
improve. Hence, outside agencies need to support the learning needs of 
local women entrepreneurs (Davis 2012).    
 
Daniels (2003) investigated women’s capacity for leadership and 
community development in an impoverished area of South Africa and 
found that a collaborative learning environment was effective for the 
participants. This means that collaborative learning can be seen to enhance 
women’s ability and cooperation. Furthermore there is a case study 
showing that women in South Africa undertook self-directed learning 
processes for knowledge sharing of midwifery information and built a 
networking system to solve problems (Pimmer et al. 2014).  
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As informal learning can be seen as traditional African education, 
Omolewa (2007) reminds us that story-telling, and proverbs, which are the 
elements of indigenous learning strategies, can be included into what the 
current modern educational system offers. 
A positive argument that informal learning and literacy contribute to 
community and individual development emerges in the long-term 
ethnographic work of Uta Papen (2003). Papen (2003) commends the 
significance of informal learning and literacy based on a study conducted 
in Namibia that found that informal learning and literacy were found to be 
a social practice instead of just a means of writing and reading. Papen 
(2003) also found that informal learning and literacy are connected to 
human rights and social justice and the embodiment of power. Further, by 
examining local tour guides for safari tours for Western tourists, it was 
evident that local tour guides gained knowledge from their daily 
interactions with tourists, which Papen described as informal on-the-job 
training. Although Papen did not regard orality or traditional learning in 
Africa as the most important component in knowledge creation, as she 
observed that “both talk and text were significant in shaping the dynamics 
making in this event and it is impossible to assign fixed authority to either 
of them” (2003, p.144).  
This is also demonstrated well from the village women’s voices in this 
study. The local women brought a value to the field of women’s 
entrepreneurship, which promotes social justice, accountability, creating 
opportunities, providing access to local resources, and building the 
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management capacities of women. Women’s rights, empowerment, health 
and reproductive rights, water, education, and agriculture have been 
prioritised by many women’s groups in the research site, Kenya, which is 
described in Chapters Six and Seven. 
 
Given that this study is focused primarily on how informal learning asserts 
women’s capacity to foster community development in Kenya, women's 
empowerment is valued as a capacity that enables social change and 
women’s level of agency within communities. Women’s social networks 
and their role as the managers of social relations put them in a central 
position within their communities to act as agents of change and 
community development (Carmen 1996).  
 
3.4 Literacy and the Impact of Literacy on Women’s Well-being 
In addition to the effectiveness of informal learning discussed in the above 
section, central to this study is a view of literacy that is widely seen as an 
important component in human development, especially people’s 
empowerment and agency. A large number of international organisations 
and donor agencies over the last sixty years have invested in numerous 
literacy projects in developing countries under varied frameworks with a 
variety of aims (UNESCO 2000a, 2005; UNDP 2003). There are important 
global policy frameworks in the field of education and literacy, for 
example, Education for All (EFA) and the Millennium Development Goals 
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(MDGs) (UNESCO 2000a; UNDP 2003). Although the Dakar framework 
for Action on Education for All focused on the education field from early 
childhood to adult literacy, the United Nations’ MDGs limited its 
education focus to universal primary education emphasising gender 
equality (UNESCO 2000a). Since the MDGs were finalised in 2015, a new 
set of global policies were developed. The 17 United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), which were based on the evaluation of the 
Millennium Development Goals, have been adopted by governments, 
international donor agencies and NGOs and have an established target year 
to achieve the new goals, set for 2030 (UN 2015). The sustainability Goal 
4 of Education states to “ensure inclusive and equitable quality education 
and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all” (UN 2015). Expansive 
aspects of education also are included in the goals of health, growth and 
employment, sustainable consumption and production, and climate change 
(UNESCO 2015). The SDGs recognise more diverse approaches to ensure 
the promotion of the quality of education. Further, Goal 5 aims to 
“promote gender equality and empower women” (UN 2015). The revised 
goal in the SDGs recognises that gender discrimination has excluded 
women from formal education but also implies that informal learning is 
also recognised as an important means of gaining knowledge and literacy 
in diverse forms.  
Given the research focus on women’s literacy in this study, it is important 
to explain meanings of literacy. The meaning of literacy can be revealed in 
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socio-cultural, historical and political perspectives and its meaning differs 
between communities, cultures, and societies (Street 2001). In simple 
terms, literacy is mostly understood as the acquisition of reading and 
writing skills (UNESCO 2015). In this sense, literacy is a fundamental 
learning need that comprises knowledge, information skills such as 
computer skills, values and attitudes necessary for individual, family and 
community awareness and development (Smith 1994, 2008). However, 
gender inequality in educational attainment varies substantially across 
ethnic and geographical lines. In most communities in Africa, culture 
dictates who has access and control of assets and resources, including 
formal education, and these rights are largely limited to men (Nyaga, 
2008). Therefore, informal learning and literacy are central to women’s 
emancipation in Africa.   
Additionally, literacy and its impact on development have been 
investigated in diverse socio-cultural contexts and from varied 
perspectives, from the personal to community levels (Barlett 2008; Dyer 
2008; Papen 2002; Street 2001; Maddox 2007; Robinson-Pant 2008). 
Scholars have examined definitions of literacy and how it is practised in 
various work-related, educational and religious institutions (Maddox 2005, 
2007), as well as in homes and everyday life (Barton et al. 2000; Bartlett 
2008). Uta Papen, who has conducted ethnographic research into literacy 
in Namibia for many years, noted that “Literacy is both an agent and a 
channel of globalization and change” (2009, p.6). In Papen’s understanding, 
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literacy reflects elements of social and cultural practices applied in 
particular socio-cultural contexts. People develop certain skills to cope 
with social demands within their context. Therefore Papen (2009) asserts 
that it is important to observe and listen to local people’s views towards 
the role of literacy in one’s life. Furthermore, women’s empowerment and 
agency perspectives of literacy are a dominant discourses in the literature 
of women’s development. It is argued that by participating in literacy 
classes, women develop high self-confidence and empowerment, and can 
become a change agent in addressing and analysing the issues, and seeking 
possible solutions to social problems (Robinson-Pant 2008; Stromquist 
1995, 2013). This study is concerned about the notion, role and impact of 
literacy on Maasai women’s everyday lives and sets out to demonstrate 
how Maasai women in Kenya have developed self-empowerment via 
informal learning and literacy. When women become empowered, they 
question their subordinate situation in a patriarchal society, and are 
prompted to act and reflect on actions (Freire 1970). This leads to 
collective action against social injustice.      
 
While international organisations such as UNESCO have been a key 
influence in the development of the notion of literacy in formal literacy 
programmes, it is crucial to acknowledge women’s informal learning 
processes. Literacy has multiple meanings and plays a variety of roles in 
human development. Multiple and ethnographic literacies are discussed in 
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the application of literacy and numeracy skills (Street 2001; Maddox 2007; 
Gebre et al. 2009; Papen 2005, 2007). However, these tend to concentrate 
on the wider benefits of literacy and the impact of core areas of learning 
such as writing, reading and mathematics in people’s everyday live. The 
Maasai women have formed their own life experiences and knowledge 
developed through informal learning processes that assists them in coping 
with their everyday life in Kenya.  
 
Thus, often basic skills of those defined as literate are not adequate for 
employment within the formal sector. Clodomir Santos de Morais (Carmen 
and Sobrado 2000, p.17) criticises functional literacy arguing that poor 
people need another type of literacy, “entrepreneurial literacy, which will 
allow them to develop self-managing organisations based on the division 
of labour” (Carmen and Sobrado 2000, p.17). Carmen and Sobrado (2000) 
noted that the root cause of poverty is primarily linked to unemployment in 
developing countries. It is also evident that economic opportunities are 
often limited to educated people in Africa (Vavrus 2003; Ighobor 2013). 
Hence, gaining literacy skills should be a process that people go through as 
a ‘capacitation (learning)’ process through organised groups, thus possibly 
creating jobs themselves. Other scholars have also questioned a single 
literacy, arguing that one needs to look at multiple literacies (Street 2001; 
Papen 2002, 2005). Within a socio-cultural view of literacy, literacies are 
seen as social and cultural practices in which reading and writing are used 
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in different socio-cultural settings (Street 2001; Papen 2002, 2005). In the 
development context, Gebre et al. (2009) have illustrated how contexts 
such as markets, families, small scale businesses and farming determine 
what counts as ‘everyday literacies’, by observing how people in Africa 
practice literacy and numeracy in their everyday lives. Gebre et al. (2009) 
emphasise that so-called illiterate adults do engage in literacy and 
numeracy activities. People use signs, symbols and pictures to record 
something or indicate some messages (Gebre et al. 2009). Based on their 
existing knowledge and life experiences, they form their own literacy and 
numeracy skills. Gebre et al. (2009) argue that the application of literacy 
and numeracy in people’s everyday lives is more vital than the process of 
learning literacy (Gebre et al. 2009).   
 
Clearly, it is significant to recognise different perspectives on the meaning 
of literacy, and Freire (1973) claimed that literacy means more than the 
core skills of reading, writing and mathematics and suggests that adult 
learners acquire social skills or knowledge to bring about positive changes 
to reduce poverty. For Freire literacy is more about the process of 
‘conscientization’ (building critical awareness) (Freire 1973) and ‘reading 
the world’ (understanding community issues) (Freire and Macedo 1987), 
hence it influences people in liberating themselves from oppressed 
situations. In order for the subaltern to have a voice they would need to 
engage in ‘conscientization’. Postcolonial advocates promote the 
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potentialities of agency and, strategies must be found to create an active, 
dynamic feminism that can make a difference in area such as the 
relationship between informal learning, literacy and development (Goetz 
1997). It has been recognised that people gain self-reliance and problem 
solving skills to improve their well-being through literacy.  
Consequently, in the autonomous model of communication, learners are 
active and identify what they would like to know about (Carmen 1996). 
Freire’s (1970) theory of linking education to social change is central to 
this study. The literacy approach contributes to “the process of learning to 
perceive social, political and economic contradictions and taking actions 
against the oppressive elements of reality” (Archer and Cottingham 1996, 
p.5). Freire noted that literacy starts from the objective of transforming 
citizens’ political and social situations, as well as acknowledging that 
learning letters gives people the ability to read and write in the world 
(Freire and Macedo 1987).  
 
While learners are taught to obey a master’s will and conform to society 
(the aim of conventional previous literacy approaches), for Freire (1970), 
literacy programmes ought to encourage learners to be critical thinkers. He 
called this a process of developing critical thinking, ‘consciensization’, 
and argued that the social system oppresses people’s opinion of the 
political and social situation and their potential capacity as human beings. 
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Freire (1985) also strongly insisted that literacy should help people build 
confidence to solve problems by making their own decisions rather than 
depending on others, in addition to this, he reminded us that people are 
able to identify and examine root causes. Hence, non-literate people are 
seen not as objects in a passive learning style, but as subjects with the 
ability to exercise agency. Literacy is more than the academic skills of 
reading, writing and mathematics.  
In recognising literacy as a social skill to transform reality and it gives 
power to people to act for social justice. There are multiple literacies 
practiced in different socio-cultural settings and its effectiveness to 
improve people’s well-being needs to be recognised. Hence the next 
section discusses further aspects of literacy. First New Literacies from a  
socio-cultural perspective is discussed. This also highlights the importance 
of an ethnographic approach to understanding how literacy is practiced in 
one’s everyday life in a particular socio-cultural context. Second, how 
women become empowered to make decisions autonomously though 
literacy learning is examined.  
 
3.5 New Literacies: Literacy from a Socio-cultural Perspective 
In addition to Freire’s conscientization aimed literacy approach, Street 
(1984) developed the concept of New Literacies, which focuses on 
everyday meaning literacies in the context of a particular socio-cultural 
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setting. The inclusion of an ethnographic perspective to analyse the 
application of literacy and numeracy skills has become significant. Street 
(1984) suggests that social conditions and cultural interpretations of 
literacy should be valued.  
Scribner has also focussed on literacy as a cultural system and examines 
its influence on modes of thought and observed that literacy is a "social 
achievement, an outcome of cultural transmission acquired in the course of 
participation in socially organized activities" (1984, p. 72). When the 
social-cultural nature of literacy is accepted, literacies are found in any 
language of diverse communities (Rogers 1994; Street 1984, Street 1993; 
Willinsky 1990). As Street (1984, 1993, 2001) argues that Western 
linguists ignore "wider parameters" of kinship, traditional systems and 
political structures. 
The new literacy approach looks beyond a formal literacy learning setting 
to informal learning as learning takes place in everyday live. In promoting 
an ethnography of literacy, Hymes suggests that “facets of the cultural 
values and beliefs, social institutions and forms, roles and personalities, 
history and ecology of a community may have to be examined in their 
bearing on communicative events and patterns” (1994, p. 12). 
As Street notes, “ The rich cultural variation in these practices and 
conceptions leads us to rethink what we mean by them and to be wary of 
assuming a single literacy where we may simply be imposing assumptions 
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derived from our own cultural practice onto other people’s literacies” 
(2001, p. 430). Street further explains,  
“What has come to be termed the “New Literacy Studies” (NLS) 
(Gee 1991; Street 1995) represents a new tradition in considering 
the nature of literacy, focusing not so much on acquisition of skills, 
as in dominant approaches, but rather on what it means to think of 
literacy as a social practice. This entails the recognition of multiple 
literacies, varying according to time and space, but also contested 
in relations of power…and asking “whose literacies” are dominant 
and whose are marginalized or resistant” (2003, p. 77).  
Therefore, criticising the traditionally great division between oral and 
literate communities, Street (1984) suggested that people need to recognise 
all people regardless of their ideas of literacy, engage in all sorts of oral 
and literacy practices (Robinson-Pant 2008). Literacy, here, is regarded as 
a social practice. In supporting the concept of New Literacy, Irvine (1996) 
proposes that a postcolonial curriculum be developed based on a particular 
socio-political context, reflecting any marginalised group of people within 
a dominant community. As New Literacy Studies is based on the deep 
understanding of literacy practices applied in local contexts, there is a 
difficulty in engaging such research with policy (Pahl and Rowsell 2006, 
p.5). Therefore this study focuses on documenting the processes of 
individual agency and empowerment rather than evaluating change (Basu 
et al. 2008).    
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Although the meaning of literacy has been associated with books and 
writing and reading taught formally at school, ‘new literacy’ regards 
literacy as social practice undertaken in everyday lives at home and work. 
For instance, Barton and Hamilton (1998) reported, through an 
ethnographic study approach, that people in Lancaster, the U.K., read 
books for their children, took notes down during meetings, wrote diaries 
and poems at home. Further, Barton and Hamilton (1998) showed how 
people’s interests led literacy practices and how and what people used 
literacy for. In addition, they criticised the adult literacy survey conducted 
by the OECD saying that culture was regarded as an obstacle and the text 
criteria did not represent everyday life items. Hamilton and Pitt (2011) 
argued that formal learning is more valued over informal learning, and 
standardised and measurable evaluation is preferred. The starting point of 
policy is not everyday practice of literacy but existing institutional 
structures and goals (Hamilton 2012a, p.179). 
Formal education and learning have reinforced dominant literacy types, 
giving advantage to those who practiced dominant literacies in their own 
homes. The role of education has been reinforced by the choice of 
dominant literacies, both of which maintained the status quo regarding 
access to knowledge and power in a society (Auerbach 1992; Street 1984, 
2002). 
In most societies, even those adults who are unable to read and write are 
still able to cope with literacy interactions, using many different strategies. 
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As Rogers observed, "All adults - literate and non-literate - are engaged in 
literacy practices, dealing with literacy events" (1994, p. 47). In this 
context, Robinson-Pant points out that ethnographic researchers may 
“promote the ‘non literacy’ aspects of adult education” (2008, p.794). 
In summary, this section has explored the way that literacy activities are 
organised and can be owned by local people based on their needs. Through 
their learning processes, they develop not only literacy skills but also 
abilities such as confidence, self-reliance and critical awareness. Literacy 
should focus on a more human development side that results in learners 
being more independent.   
 
3.5.1 Literacy Programmes for Women: The Impact of Literacy on 
Women’s Empowerment and Agency 
For girls, poverty exacerbates levels of discrimination, exclusion and 
neglect they may already face as a result of their gender. This is true when 
a girl tries to obtain an education, which is vital to breaking the cycle of 
poverty. Once girls are educated, educated women have greater agency, 
which benefits their children’s nutrition, sanitation and schooling (Bown 
1990b; Levine et al. 2012; UNESCO 2014). However, exercising agency is 
complex in different socio-cultural contexts.   
Despite obstacles to women’s literacy, if appropriate educational activities 
are organised with women, there are positive effects from literacy projects 
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on social, economic and personal change (Bown 1990a; LeVine et al., 
1991; Rao and Robinson-Pant 2006). From a women’s and a development 
perspective, literacy has been associated with lower child mortality rates 
and improvement in child nutrition (Bown 1990a; LeVine et al., 1991; Rao 
and Robinson-Pant 2006). Educated women have smaller and healthier 
families (Bown 1990a; LeVine et al., 1991) and therefore functional 
literacy programmes targeting women have become popular with the 
integration of health, empowerment and income-generation activities 
(Bown 1990a; Carmen 1996). Stromquist (1997) found through a study of 
literacy programme participants in Brazil that the participants developed 
awareness of their environments and confidence in social activities. Egbo 
(2000) reported that literate women in Nigeria had greater participation in 
the meetings of family and community and raised their voices in the 
decision making process. It is suggested that women participating in a 
literacy programme tend to become empowered by experiencing greater 
self-esteem and self-confidence.  
First, research has also suggested that literate women have a positive 
effect on their child’s schooling (Bown 1990a). Also a strong correlation 
has also been made between the level of women’s educational attainment 
and employment as well as other forms of income generation (World Bank 
1997). The importance of the link between women’s health and literacy, 
from a functional view of literacy, in which the woman’s reproductive role 
as a good mother is highly emphasised, Rao and Robinson-Pant (2006) 
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claimed a woman’s individual views on literacy remained unheard. Further, 
scholars have questioned the notion of a single literacy, arguing that one 
needs to think in terms of multiple literacies (Street 2001; Papen 2002, 
2005). Robinson-Pant (2009) warned of risks in applying the one kind of 
adult literacy imposed by UNESCO. 
However, Puchner (2003) argues that even if some women are empowered 
to give an opinion in the meetings of family and community, socio-cultural 
issues still restrict and limit a space for women to speak out. In some 
communities, the dominant group still controls access to and the use of 
literacy skills by women (Puchner 2003).     
 
Second, a significant finding is that literacy also enhances comprehension 
abilities in modalities other than reading when literate mothers listen, for 
example, to radio health messages (Levine et al. 2012). Levine et al. 
(2012) observed that literacy skills for women to play an important part in 
reducing risks to their children’s health and improving children’s 
development. Vavrus supports the view of wider benefits for women from 
literacy and suggests that an educated woman can take “an active role in 
controlling her fertility, practicing safe sex and protecting the 
environment” (2003, p.41). She noted, however, that women’s choices 
about child bearing, reproductive health, and environmental conservation 
are shaped by socio-cultural and economic circumstances (2003, p.41). 
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This re-emphasises the need for development and literacy programmes to 
include strategies for women’s emancipation. 
 
Street (2001) makes an important observation about the meaning of 
literacy when he observed that “knowledge: the ways in which people 
address reading and writing are themselves rooted in conceptions of 
knowledge, identity, being” (Street 2001, p.7). Plus, meanings and 
practices of literacy are “always rooted in a particular world-view and a 
desire for that view of literacy to dominate and to marginalise others” 
(Street 2001, p.8). Papen (2005) asserts that in designing a literacy project 
in developing countries, we need to know the implications of literacy skills 
in learners’ everyday life and their notion of literacy.  
 
Furthermore, participants of literacy programmes can be more motivated to 
gain literacy skills if the objective of literacy is linked to livelihood, 
internal solidarity and cultural values (Trudell and Klaas 2010). The 
research findings discussed above are well observed in Narok North 
District; the research participants have shown their way of learning and 
literacy in their local context.  
 
Oral culture has been in present in Africa for centuries, as it is for the 
Maasai in Kenya, utilising the spoken word to record, communicate and 
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exchange knowledge (Carmen 1996). Given that orality is one of the 
communications methods the Maasal village women have been engaged, the 
concept of orality should be described. While writing is to visualise verbal 
expressions, and it is part of communications (Goody 1968), Ong (1982) 
further points out since words come from the lips of human-beings, writing 
simply transcribes verbal words. Literacy has become a technology to 
transfer verbal words to print. In oral cultures people verbally transfer 
knowledge on traditional and cultural practices from generation to 
generation. Invented manuscript cultures have been neglecting the 
effectiveness and importance of orality. Much of Africa is made up of oral 
culture societies. Many Africans hold understandings of sayings, proverbs 
and stories, rather than comprehending written letters. In such cultures, 
oral stories comply with humans needs to keep customs, experiences, and 
observations in a community (Carmen 1996). 
 
Foley (1997) warns of dangers of simply dividing oral and literate 
practices and Finnegan asserts that ““orality” and “literacy” are not two 
separate and independent things”, orality and literacy are both 
communication tools to exchange information and knowledge (1988, p.175).  
We can conclude from this discussion that there needs to be a balance 
between orality and literacy that should apply under appropriate conditions. 
The key point here is to establish a further dimension within the 
mechanisms of informal learning and literacy and its role in development 
76 
 
in communities in developing countries. Some of these arguments will be 
carried forward in the next section which examines the debates on 
women’s empowerment and agency in the context of development. 
 
 
3.6 Women’s Empowerment and Agency in International Development 
This section describes the key themes in the literature that focuses on 
women’s development such as empowerment, autonomy and agency. 
Empowerment, autonomy and agency are indispensable to women’s 
development processes, which were also central themes emerging from the 
narratives of village women in Narok.  
 
3.6.1 Empowerment 
Although in feminist literature empowerment is a debated concept (Phillips 
2015), due to diverse applications in development discourses, it has played 
a strong role in claiming autonomy for women.     
‘Empowerment’ has been a primary concern in women focused 
development that has been encouraged by international organizations to 
achieve women’s development. In defining the concept of empowerment, 
Friedmann observed that:  
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the objective of an alternative development is to humanize a 
system that has shut them out, and to accomplish this through 
forms of everyday resistance and political struggle that insist 
on the rights of the excluded population as human beings, as 
citizens, and as peoples intent on realizing their loving and 
creative powers within (1992, p.13).  
 
Further, Chambers expanding Friedman’s view on empowerment suggested 
that “Empowerment means that people, especially poorer people, are 
enabled to take more control over their lives, and secure a better livelihood 
with ownership and control of productive assets as one key element” (2003, 
p.11). Moreover, Kabeer claims that “empowerment refers to the expansion 
in people’s ability to make strategic life choices in a context where this 
ability was previously denied to them” (1999, p.437). As will be noted in 
later chapters in this thesis, empowerment has been gained by Maasai 
women through their efforts to establish power over their domestic 
economies that had hither to been dominated by patriarchal tradition over 
female autonomy at all levels. To achieve this the Maasai women become 
empowered through informal learning and literacy to improve their 
everyday lives by resisting from the domination of patriarchal power.    
Relating Kabeer’s (1999) point to the purpose of this study, the ability of 
women to act within their communities as agents of change for community 
development is related to that which they have been empowered to do. 
Oxaal and Baden (1997, p.14), hence, suggest that empowerment is related 
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to strengthening grassroots organisations and the involvement of 
marginalised social groups. Although facing wide criticism when applied 
on a large scale (Phillips 2015), some researchers argue that micro-credit 
plays a role of empowering women by gaining income in developing 
countries (Oxaal and Baden 1997; Malhotra et al. 2002). This is because 
women have lower access to finance than men in many African countries 
and tend to rely more on informal sources of capital and personal money 
management than men (Aterido et al. 2011). Regarding women’s 
development, it is possible for organisations to use microfinance as a tool 
to connect women to larger collectives and processes that are empowering 
(Sengupta 2013). In a microfinance programme, women are motivated to 
engage in a collective action for the satisfaction of basic needs. Compared 
to men, women tend to prefer higher social spending on children’s 
schooling, family’s well-being and poverty alleviation (World Bank 2004; 
Voola 2013). The research participants in this study were also involved in a 
village based microfinance model or small business programmes. This 
discussion is supported by Huiskamp & Hartmann-Mahmud (2007)’s study, 
in which social spending helps to secure gender-specific types of insurance 
and maintain solidarity within a society. In this study, the village women 
created an opportunity to increase their income by building links among 
women and cooperating with each other. 
Moreover, studies illustrate women as carers and nurturers with a tendency 
to spend a substantial portion of their income on the health and education 
of their children (Mayoux 1999; Pitt & Khandker 1998; Voola 2013). 
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Hence, targeting women is seen as a powerful way of assisting children. 
However, it is criticised as the “patriarchal hold on family’s productive 
assets needs to be challenged” (Garikipati 2008, p. 2638) and the need for 
women to develop a capacity to control over their financial activities 
(Goetz & Gupta 1996; Voola 2013). As will be noted in Chapter Six and 
Chapter Seven of this thesis, this point is well illustrated in some of the 
research participants’ interviews as the Maasai women sought out 
autonomy through their own lending system.  
Some researchers argue that microcredit programmes were reported as 
successful for some women, and access to credit has contributed to gaining 
economic empowerment of women, but not the sole determinant of 
women’s empowerment, autonomy and agency (Feiner and Barker 2007; 
Phillips 2015). Micro-credit encouraged women to work harder in craft 
making or chicken rearing which has not actually resulted in breaking out 
of poverty (Feiner and Barker 2007; Phillips 2015). This is because micro 
credit programmes have been implemented under the neoliberal 
development programmes and also aimed at increasing individual 
empowerment to control household assets and resources rather than 
collective action to challenge power structures. Furthermore, Feiner and 
Barker observed the problem of an individual empowerment approach and 
argued that “microcredit programmes do nothing to change the structural 
conditions that create poverty,” and instead reinforce the “individual myths 
of wealth and poverty.” (2007, p.237). This individualistic nature of the 
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concept of empowerment is clearly stated in the Human Development 
Report 2014:  
 
While empowerment is quintessentially individual, a useful analogy 
can also be drawn for societies. If social cohesion is not strong and 
there is ethnic and other fragmentation, a society’s capacity fir 
collective action is much reduced in responding to adverse events 
(UNDP 2014, p.24). 
 
This emphasises the individualistic idea of empowerment and does not 
recognise collective action, which often takes place in traditional 
communal communities, like the Maasai in Kenya (Phillips 2015). This 
study is directly linked to concerns about the way empowerment is 
observed in informal women’s group activities in Narok.   
Furthermore, empowerment requires power to change a difficult situation. 
Feminist scholarship suggests that marginalised women need power to 
challenge patriarchal structures and social injustice (Moglen 1983). Allen, 
a feminist and philosopher suggests a notion of power that is at the basis of 
the definition of empowerment and explains it in three distinct ways; power 
over, power to and power with. This is beneficial as it demonstrates the 
importance of agency in relation to those seeking to ‘empower’ someone 
(1998, p.33-35). Her explanation of the forms is:   
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Power-over: the ability of an actor or set of actors to constrain the 
choices available to another actor or set of actors in a nontrivial 
way;  
 
Power-to: the ability of an individual actor to attain an end or series 
of ends; 
 
Power-with: the ability of a collectively to act together for the 
attainment of a common or shared end or series of ends (1998, 
p.125).  
 
First, the example of power-over can be likened to that of a coach’s 
exercise of one’s power over one’s players for the coach’s benefit (Allen 
1998). One controls power over the other. Second, power-to is meant in the 
sense that one has power to solve a problem in spite of one’s subordinated 
status. Third, collective empowerment is the goal of power-with, which 
people organise a programme with a common purpose to achieve their goals 
(Allen 1998).  
 
These conceptualisations suggest that with power one can negotiate about 
gender, race, ethnicity (Knudsen 2006, p.67), and such notions of power 
become fundamental to an understanding of the intersectional position 
embedded in the lives and practices of the agency of women in Narok. In 
the case of the Maasai women, they are engaged in a ‘power with’ process - 
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they use collective empowerment effectively rather than rely on individual 
empowerment, which is often part of the colonising education process or 
the intent of neoliberal informed development programs. 
 
Based on the discussion of collective action, this study examines how 
several grassroots-level non-governmental initiatives are empowering 
women to make individual and collective choices as active agents to 
produce desired outcomes for themselves and their communities. Sen and 
Grown clearly state, “recognition not just of poor women’s work but of its 
centrality to such development processes is essential” (1987, p.83). It is 
clear that women have been seen more as objects than as subjects in many 
communities (Sen and Östlin 2011). Poor women should be recognised as 
having a capacity to plan, implement and evaluate, having control over the 
whole development process. This makes collective action by women within 
communities developing their empowerment.  
In addition, in calling for a grassroots women’s movement in Kenya, 
Maathai raised a concern that “… historically our people have been 
persuaded to believe that because they are poor, they lack not only capital, 
but also knowledge and skills to address their challenges. Instead they are 
conditioned to believe that solutions to their problems must come from 
‘outside’ (2004)”. She added that “culture may be the missing link in the 
development of Africa. Africans, especially, should re-discover positive 
aspects of their culture. In accepting them, they would give themselves a 
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sense of belonging, identity and self-confidence.”(2004). Culture is central 
to African feminist and social development. In Maathai’s view, useful 
aspects of culture should be the basis for the planning and implementation 
of development programmes in Africa and people’s collective action would 
induce a positive change. Also by addressing the complex issues of 
deforestation and global climate change, Maathai established the Green 
Belt Movement. One result is that projects such as‘tree nurseries’ have 
been established and managed by rural women in Kenya. In recognition of 
Maathai’s work, more than 15 countries in Africa have participated in the 
Pan-African Green Belt Network (Maathai 2004).     
Socio-cultural norms and customary practices can limit women’s ability 
and participation in households decision making processes and economic 
opportunities (World Bank 2012). However, women’s empowerment, 
autonomy and agency being cultivated by learning and grassroots 
development projects can affect women’s livelihood. Regarding the 
relationship between empowerment and agency, Alsop et al. (2006) 
describes empowerment as an explanation of agency. Kabeer (1999) 
emphasizes that the process of empowerment are completed with an 
exercise of agency while acknowledging the importance of access to 
resources, including employment, and its impact on final well-being. 
According to Kabeer (2000), a key aspect of women's empowerment is 
whether one has power and ability to make choices. Malhotra (2003, p.3) 
elaborates on Kabeer’s point that agency is the ability to act on what one 
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values an important aspect of empowerment. Hence, “agency is defined as 
the ability to make decisions about one’s own life and act on them to 
achieve a desired outcome, free of violence, retribution, or fear. The 
ability to make those choices is often called empowerment” (World Bank 
2012, p.13). According to Carmen, the concept of agency implies “people 
acting autonomously as subjects, as distinct from people being acted upon 
as objects and possibly being used as participants in interventionist 
initiatives, projects and programmes which are not theirs” (1996, p.3). The 
motivation for human agency comes from within not from the outside, as 
individuals take initiative in organising development activities. Agency for 
some women is about being “conscious actors, not passive subjects in the 
various situations in which they find themselves” (Ralston 2006, p. 184). 
Therefore, empowered women take initiative to solve social issues, in 
which  Sen suggests, “what a person is free to do and achieve in pursuit of 
whatever goals or values he or she regards as important” (1985, p.206).  
 
Lastly, autonomy in turn becomes an outcome of empowerment, which is a 
common notion in development. Women can act independently and 
women’s autonomy illustrates outcomes of moving away from patriarchy. It 
shows an understanding of the ways in which individual women make a 
decision, act and organise independently.  
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While women’s cultivated agency is a significant focus of the outcome of 
an empowerment process, Allen (1998) is critical of women’s 
empowerment discourses that tend to focus on women’s motherhood, and a 
flow of development programmes ‘for’ women is that they were 
established on the basis of assumptions that women’s major roles are 
housekeeping and childcare. This suggests an oppressive, fixed idea of 
womanhood in development. Therefore, Young (1997) points out that 
women’s empowerment may be considered in two ways: in an individual 
sense, a woman achieves more control over her own life, including family 
decisions or expenditures; and, in a collective sense, where women as a 
group work together to overcome social structures that restrict them in 
society, such as in community mobilization for advocacy campaigns (Bodat 
et al. 2011), or in the case of this study informal learning to strengthen 
capacity to manage to stay out of poverty. Allen (2008) suggests, therefore, 
that collective empowerment of women to negotiate in a patriarchal 
community is a critical approach. Collective empowerment is not about 
developing a new initiative to lead to a bigger solution, but connecting 
efforts and strengthening membership within a working group to lead small 
but continuous positive change, much like the informal groups amongst the 
Maasai women who participated in this study. This point is significant in 
exploring how Maasai women utilise their collective voices in a created 
space to take collective actions. Individual empowerment is effective for 
women to make certain decisions, yet collective empowerment is also 
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necessary when women need to take a positive social action through a 
group and attempt to bring about positive change in a community.  
As women of the Maasai have experienced the influence of the 
intersectionality of ethnicity, class and gender in their everyday lives and 
these aspects are intricately interlinked, the following section explores on 
the concept of intersectionality and how it relates to the Maasai women’s 
life experiences. 
 
3.6.2 Intersectionality of Ethnicity, Class, Gender and Poverty 
This complex and transnational examination of the Maasai women’s 
struggles in their lives highlights the historical and cultural variability of 
gender relations as they intersect with race, class, and nation. The 
intersections of these relationships can be used as an additional tool for 
data analysis within the primary theoretical framework of postcolonial 
feminist theory.  
Mohanty (2003) criticised the homogeneous categorisation of women of 
colour and how “Third-World-Women” have been presented in literature, 
Kimberle Crenshaw (1989) put forward the idea of intersectionality 
through the examination of discrimination of black women in the USA. 
Crenshaw (1989), after researching employment discrimination faced by 
black women in the United States, asserted that the overlapping of race and 
gender issues for women of colour had been largely neglected by the in 
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feminist movement. Her assertion of the significance of multi-dimential 
oppression was coined by the black feminist movement in the late 1980s 
(Cooper 2015). Crenshaw further claimed that existing discriminations in a 
society were seen as multiple forms of discriminations towards gender, 
race, religion, nation, and class, hence we need to consider each 
discrimination not individually but interdependently. Therefore, Crenshaw 
made clear that intersectionality showed “the need to account for multiple 
grounds of identity when considering how the social world is constructed.” 
(1991, p.1245). “Simultaneous and linked” social identities of race, gender 
and class were addressed through the analytical form of intersectionality 
(Browne and Misra 2003, p.488). The intersectionality approach 
contributes to feminist research and to understanding injustice at structural 
levels through analysing individuals’ struggles and experiences. One needs 
to understand those experiences as interconnected and reliant on one 
another. Wilkins (2004) stated, “Both structurally and individually, gender, 
race, and class necessarily inflect each other so that a person is never 
simply a woman or a man, but rather a black, middle class woman, or a 
white working class man”(p. 5). Therefore, we must negotiate diverse 
identities depending on the context and situation. 
 
The everyday lives of the interviewed Maasai women for this study have 
been shaped by simultaneous effects of race, gender, class and culture and 
have challenged the male-dominant community by collective empowerment 
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highlighted in Chapters Six and Seven. The Maasai women’s subordinated 
situations need to be understood in their socio-cultural context. Thus, any 
attempt to analyse the intersection of race, class, gender and nation require 
the uncovering of the traditional and cultural erasures of the Maasai in 
Kenya. The research participants’ own voices are well represented, as they 
are subordinated Maasai females in a traditional patriarchal community. 
While scholars established and discussed intersectionality applied to 
analyse women’ subordinated situations in their socio-cultural context, 
development agencies must also recognise the need for an intersectionality 
analysis to multiple identities of programme beneficiaries as below;  
An intersectionality approach […] addresses the manner in which 
racism, patriarchy, class oppression and other discriminately 
systems create inequalities that structure the relative positions of 
women, races, ethnicities, class and the like (United Nations 2001),  
For instance, in the research site of the village in Kenya where the Maasai 
are dominant, an international NGO, World Vision had implemented a 
child-sponsorship project, which the organisation assisted in girls’ 
education and in eradicating FGM practices through advocacy campaign. 
This NGO project appears to be an example of how development agencies 
integrate an intersectional perspective into their work, in which 
marginalised poor Maasai girls were given a formal education opportunity 
to be self-empowered and independent and also went through a training to 
refuse the cultural practice of FGM.  
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Despite Crenshaw’s (1989, 1991) assertion of the usefulness of 
intersectionality within feminist research, Davis (2008), Nash (2008), 
Schurr and Segebart (2012) recognise that the concept of intersectionality 
is still ambivalent in applying as a theoretical framework. While Crenshaw 
(1989, 1991, 2012) argued that by focusing on one’s identity, 
intersectionality helps to unpack women’s lived experiences of 
subordination and oppression, Peter Kwan criticises that “intersectionality 
tells us little about fiscal, emotional, psychological, and other conditions 
nor the subjectivity of those caught in the trajectories of intersecting 
categories” (2000, p.687). Kwan’s opinion implies that intersectionality 
helps us understand one’s personal structural identities but not sufficiently 
knowing the target person as an individual (Cooper 2015), thus an 
intersectional approach as a methodology is not well established. 
Furthermore, Nash summarises four major problems of intersectionality; 
“the lack of a defined intersectional methodology; the use of black women 
as quintessential intersectional subjects; the vague definition of 
intersectionality; and the empirical validity of intersectionality” (2008, 
p.1). Although black women’s standpoint is useful to analyse multi-layered 
discrimination, intersectionality per se is rather vague to analyse women’s 
subordination experiences from the view of diverse dimensions of social 
identities. Nash further asserts that intersectionality scholarship serves to 
“subvert race/gender binaries in service of theorizing identity in a more 
complex fashion” (2008, p.2).  
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Although there are some criticisms of intersectionality, it can be a 
productive tool for analysing development and feminist research as Butler 
and Scott (1992, p.xiii) state that “feminist theory needs to generate 
analysis, critiques, and political interventions, and open up a political 
imaginary for feminism”.  
Maasai women’s experiences on informal learning and development 
highlight the historical and cultural variability of gender relations as they 
intersect with class, ethnicity and nation. Moreover, through intersectional 
perspectives on Maasai women’s subordinated situation, the women’s 
experiences on education and human rights are influenced by socio-
cultural aspects of society, national and community politics, gender and 
constructed gender power relationships. To overcome the systematised 
gender discrimination, silenced women cultivate agency and become 
empowered to create a space to raise their voices in Narok, Kenya, as this 
study highlights in Chapters Six and Seven. The key skills for building 
their own agency are the development and usage of informal learning and 
literacy.  
 
While recognising the multiple identities of targeted subordinated people 
and groups, the integration of an intersectional analysis into research and 
development practices can be challenging. The answers generated by this 
study supplement the existing literature and contribute to a more complete 
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understanding of the complexity of Maasai women’s learning and 
community development experiences. 
 
3.7 Conclusion 
This chapter has provided a critical analysis of the role of women’s 
informal learning and literacy in the context of development. This chapter 
has also summarised the conceptual lenses of informal learning and 
literacy theory within an African context. Highlighting traditional 
education methodologies that have taken place in Africa, the significance 
of orality was discussed. This argument led to a suggestion that informal 
learning and literacy are not a category of fixed concept but rather can be 
conceived and practiced depending on social, cultural, historical and 
political contexts. This position also highlights the need both in practice 
and policy, to concede that not all women are alike. Following on from the 
everyday experiences of learning and community development activities of 
village women are inextricably interwoven and individual woman’s 
experience should be respected. Women’s collective empowerment was 
also examined, how women were united to challenge traditional patriarchy 
through grassroots women’s movements. As outlined in Sections 3.2. 3.3 
and 3.4, women’s development and informal learning and literacy policy 
and practice has failed to investigate and address this complex multi-
layered phenomenon of learning in the context of African women. 
Therefore, there is a need to re-envision the notion of village women’s 
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informal learning and literacy through women’s grassroots activities from 
the perspective of intersectionality of race, class, and gender.  
 
This chapter again reminds us to listen to local women’s experiences on 
their learning and literacy application for their life to improve their well-
being. 
The subsequent chapter will bring to bear how the theoretical framework 
of postcolonial feminist theory and women’s informal learning and literacy 
facilitates or contributes to the design of the research methodology for the 
purposes of this study. 
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Chapter 4. Research Methodology 
 
4.1 Introduction  
A qualitative methodology was determined to be the most appropriate for 
documenting the experiences of Maasai women. With this choice in mind, 
an ethnographic approach was determined to be the most useful in 
exploring Maasai women’s experiences of literacy. Togetherness and 
solidarity to bring about a positive change through informal women’s 
groups were key themes of exploration. Interviews and process observation 
revealed the cooperative and collective sharing of resources, knowledge 
and expertise among village women in Kenya. This said, qualitative studies 
of Maasai women’s life and learning experiences have been limited.  
The chapter discusses the research framework and the methodological 
decisions taken based on the socio-cultural context of Maasai women in 
Kenya. The purpose of the study was to explore, from a postcolonial 
feminist perspective, the role of informal learning and literacy as a key 
means for village women to move out of and resist poverty, and examined 
the primary linkages between informal learning/literacy, human 
development and gender inequality in Narok North District, Narok County 
in Kenya through local women’s and institutional perspectives.  
 
Given the nature of the research, an ethnographic framework was employed 
for this study as it ensures women’s voices are heard and aligns with 
postcolonial feminist theory. This study attempted to understand Kenyan 
94 
 
women’s struggles in their everyday lives, and their experiences of 
informal learning and literacy integrated into their community development 
activities in Narok North District. This research explored the notion of 
literacy for the women in the District, their needs, their experiences to 
improve their living conditions and activities of women’s groups.  
 
As discussed in the literature review chapters, the exploratory analysis of 
the informal conversations with women based on these broad questions 
helped to identify specific phenomena among women in Narok North 
District. Cases of women’s experiences were examined by using an 
ethnographic approach in the field. 
 
Moreover, feminist researchers suggest that women’s insights had been 
little recorded on social science knowledge, hence women’s individual 
experiences need to be approached and listened to (Narayan 1991; Mohanty 
2003). While the participants of this study are mostly women in Kenya, 
Ogunyemi’s (1985) idea of ‘womanism’, a perspective of women in the 
context of Africa, will be discussed under feminist research. Then, the 
explanation of the researcher’s positioning during the fieldwork in the 
village will be described. The field research in this study was based on an 
ethnographic approach using the methods of process observation, semi-
structured interviews. Process observation is to observe people’s behavioral 
patterns or processes of a group (Conole 1978). Semi-structured interviews 
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can be conducted based on an untied structure using open-ended questions 
to find out particular topics (Lindlof and Taylor 2002). As this study was 
investigated by applying observation and interview techniques through 
ethnography, each method will be explained in the next section in detail. 
Finally, ethical considerations for the research participants are also 
addressed.   
 
4.2 Feminist Research  
The postcolonial feminist perspective of inquiry helped me explore the 
intersecting forces that influence women’s everyday life and understanding 
of their learning issues. In addition, I was able to illuminate how power 
relations, race, class and gender influence women’s learning and 
community development experiences by: (a) Asking semi structured 
interview questions constructed to explore whether research participants 
view themselves as having learning opportunities and access to learning. 
By asking certain questions such as: Did you go to school? If not, why? 
This supported my understanding of the historical and cultural factors that 
shape the women’s social position and thus their learning experience. (b) 
Gathering information about the activities that affect women and their 
families’ well-being. I was able to explore with the research participants as 
to whether through these learning and community development activities 
women developed empowerment and agency. (c) Asking questions to 
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explore whether gender issues affected their life experiences helped me to 
understand the significance of gender roles in their village context.  
In order to clarify the importance of a feminist approach this section 
discusses how feminism has been debated and applied to research contexts 
in developing countries. Theoretically it is an important discussion 
because it is the lens that this study is seen through and it reflects the 
researcher position or standpoint. The focus of the discussion below is the 
theoretical connection between feminism and doing research and in 
particular doing postcolonial feminist research. 
Focusing on the notion of essentialising tendencies in feminism, Mohanty 
(2003) critiqued the political project of Western feminism in its discursive 
construction of the category of the "Third World woman" as a hegemonic 
entity. Mohanty (2003) stated that Western feminisms have tended to gloss 
over the differences amongst Southern women, when experiences of 
oppression are very diverse, and contingent on geography, history, and 
culture. Mohanty (2003) argues that multicultural feminism is required. As 
Narayan and Harding also state.  
…postcolonial feminist concerns transform mainstream notions of 
experience, human rights, the origins of philosophic issues, 
philosophic uses of metaphors of the family, white antiracism, 
human progress, scientific progress, modernity, the unity of 
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scientific method, the desirability of universal knowledge claims… 
(1998 a, p.1),  
 
In other words, researchers must aim to examine situations of women from 
different perspectives. Connell (2007) has recognized the heterogeneity 
and multiplicity of masculinities, and reminds us to recognize the 
significance of the context without falling into a world of homogenous and 
independent cultures and places. Alexander and Mohanty argue that: 
“[T]he experience of repression can be, but is not necessarily, a 
catalyst for organising. It is, in fact, the interpretation of that 
experience within a collective context that marks the moment of 
transformation from perceived contradictions and material 
disenfranchisement to participation in women’s movements” (1997, 
p. xl). 
Mohanty (1991) also noted that feminist researchers should consider that 
there can be no apolitical scholarship. Further she critisised “a notion of 
gender or sexual difference or even patriarchy which can be applied 
universally and cross-culturally” (Mohanty 1991, p.51). Feminist 
researchers should be aware of the influence of politics and power in their 
practices and recognise obvious power relations between males and 
females in different levels of society.  
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Narayan (1997) explained how a cultural change occurs in traditional 
communities from women’s perspectives by looking at the conversion to 
Christianity and the practice of female genital mutilation in developing 
countries contexts. Narayan further argued that “there is no need to portray 
female genital mutilation as an “African cultural practice” or dowry 
murders and dowry related harassment as a “problem of Indian women” as 
that can eclipse the fact that not all “African women” or “Indian women” 
confront these problems, or confront them in identical ways, or in ways 
that “efface local contestations of these problems” (Narayan 1997, p.104). 
She thus reinforces the need for multiplicity in understanding the way 
women experience oppression in diverse contexts and in diverse ways.  
There is a constant need to remind researchers to question and critically 
reflect on ideas we formulate from our research study. I have examined my 
own subjectivity within my research to reflect on the ways that strategic 
essentialism could be used for my research.   
 
4.3  Womanism - African Feminism? 
Western feminists often make assumptions about the homogenization of 
gender and much postcolonial and feminist scholarship seems to include 
limited discussion on recognising the historical context of African cultures, 
traditions and languages (Ogunyemi 1985, Oyeronke 2005, Tamale 2006). 
Oyeronke Oyewumi suggests, “If gender is socially constructed, then 
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gender cannot behave in the same way across time and space” (2005, p.11). 
Oyewumi critiques Western feminists’ views on African women as a 
“homogeneous, bio-anatomically determined group, which is always 
constituted as powerless and victimized,” regardless of what culture the 
body grew up in (2005, p.11). Redefining feminism to ensure its relevance 
to the African context is crucial for African feminism. African feminism is 
important in this research as it provides a position from which to 
understand feminist identity within Africa and provides insight into how 
women in Africa negotiate other aspects of individual and cultural identity.   
In Filomina Chioma Steady’s notable work, she views African feminism 
as:  
emphasizing female autonomy and cooperation; nature over culture; 
and the centrality of children, multiple mothering, and kinship…. It 
also questions features of traditional African cultures without 
denigrating them, understanding that these traditional features 
might be viewed differently by the various classes of women…. [I]f 
African feminism is to succeed as a human reformation project, it 
cannot accept separatism from the opposite sex. Eschewing male 
exclusion, then, becomes one defining feature of African feminism 
that differentiates it from feminism as it is conceptualized in the 
West…. African feminism is not antagonistic to men but challenges 
them to be aware of those aspects of women’s subjugation that 
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differ from the generalized oppression of all African people. (In 
Mekgwe 2007, p.168-169) 
As well as not being about women only, African feminism also asserts that 
African women should use their own voices, instead of having Western 
scholars to speak for them. African feminism aims to seek identity and 
agency together with African men, liberating all African people from 
various forms of colonisation. Instead of avoiding male counterparts, the 
involvement of men in gender equality movements is emphasised 
(Nnaemeka 2005). A further principal is that by playing dynamic women’s 
roles, women become active agents rather than victims of situations. 
 
Nevertheless, in an argument for recognising a specifically African 
womanhood, Kanogo (2005) suggested that despite women’s lower position 
in Kenyan society, women were not totally passive at home or in the 
community. Kanogo (2005) observed that women were flexible enough to 
adapt to colonial or postcolonial circumstances, for instance, depending on 
the situation, they went to look for employment in the cities or maintained 
household chores in accordance to their husbands or parents demands 
(Kanogo 2005). While most women remained struggling beneath 
patriarchal power and subordination to men, some obtained an education or 
brought about a new gendered practice in their traditional community 
(Kanogo 2005). This illustrates that there are potential paths among 
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women to think about new ways of experiencing gender and womanhood as 
well as social change. As will be described in later chapters, this view of 
‘African womenhood’ is supported by many of the strategies employed by 
the research participants that seek to resist patriarchy and seek economic 
independence in order to support their children. It is clear that African 
feminist scholarship and postcolonial scholarship are complementary as a 
theoretical approach to the analysis of education and development.  
Moreover, the Nigerian writer and scholar, Ogunyemi (1985, p.65) 
developed the alternative concept, ‘womanism’ to meet the specific 
requirement of feminist perspectives in Africa. Supporting Mohanty 
(2003)’s challenge to wider feminisms, to consider essential points of 
culture and ethnicity, it can be said that Ogunyemi’s concept of 
‘womanism’ is a localised feminist theory that seeks to represent the 
African social and cultural environment. Ogunyemi’s definition of the 
concept is that:  
 
Womanism is black centred; it is accommodationist. It believes in 
the freedom and independence of women like feminism; unlike 
radical feminism, it wants meaningful union between black women 
and black men and black children and will see to it that men begin 
to change from their sexist stand (1985, p.65).  
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In her view, instead of rallying to obtain women’s equal rights to African 
men, African women seek transformations that will see their work 
collaboratively with men towards creating spaces of female power in 
socio-cultural areas (Ogunyemi 1985). More precisely, Ogunyemi stated 
that:  
 
“With the world power structure as it is, what would the relevance 
be of a black female character's struggle to be equal to such a black 
man as, for example,…on the African side, as Ngugi wa Thiong'o's 
treacherous male…or Chinua Achebe's insecure Okonkwo?” (1985, p. 
68).  
 
In other words, Ogunyemi (1998) claims that African women do not seek 
equal status with African men as suggested by Western feminism. Rather, 
African womanists should seek to create a harmonious society with 
considerations for race and ethnicity. Here, women try to accommodate the 
self-pride of men and accept men as their partners. Therefore, Ogunyemi’s 
(1985) central concern in African feminism is more about compromise and 
collaboration. It is also emphasised that women consider a communitarian 
perspective over an individual one (Oyewumi 2001). Moreover, gender in 
the African context is about gendering, a process of gender reconstruction 
in everyday interactions (Oyewumi 2010). This point is also emphasized by 
Tamale (2006, p.41) stating that in ‘the connectivity across African 
women’s differences and specificities” is vital to achieve a more equitable 
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and democratic society. Oyewumi’s (2010) concerns reminds us that 
culturally defined strategies exist in collective struggles seeking social 
transformation for bringing about a better society. Oyewumi’s (2010) point 
of view on African feminism is an apt frame for analysis of the village 
women’s voices reported in Chapter Six of this thesis. It demonstrates 
women’s integrity and how women may seek autonomy within their 
community. It also suggests that women should not stop living life due to 
oppression, and it shows that women in Africa seek dignity and freedom 
under justice and equality as human beings (Mangena 2003). Women and 
men work together in partnership rather than one in which women seek 
power through the exclusion of men. 
 
African feminists from a postcolonial feminist perspective have special 
relevance in this research because their views acknowledge the lived 
experiences of subordinated women in a patriarchal society, hence women 
can generate knowledge about equality and social justice (Tamale 2006). 
African feminism represents a clear statement and vision for women in 
Africa. Wane also highlights that “indigenous knowledge in Africa is a 
living experience informed by ancestral voices of cultural norms, values 
and beliefs of people, and the knowledge is collectively and communally 
shared” (2008, p.190-191). This affirms the view that communal culture is 
central in knowledge ownership. Such an agenda fits with 
recommendations that emerged from the research reported in this thesis as 
it demonstrates the inclusion of local women’s own strategies to combat 
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poverty through literacy and informal learning based on their experiences 
and traditional knowledges. The overlay of African feminism or 
‘womanism’ provides a suitable dimension for the multiple subtle forms of 
resistance to oppression that the Masai village women demonstrated 
throughout the study.  
 
In the history of women’s social and collective action in Africa, one 
cannot forget the Nobel Peace laureate, Professor Wangari Maathai, of 
Kenya. With her environment issues-based NGO named the Green Belt 
Movement, she promoted human rights, gender equality, peace and 
democracy in Kenya. In her Nobel Peace lecture given in 2004, as a 
woman’s activist, she stated that: 
 “I am especially mindful of women and the girl child. I hope it 
will encourage them to raise their voices and take more space for 
leadership. I know the honour also gives a deep sense of pride to 
our men, both old and young” (2004).  
 
In her view, although women are primary care takers in Africa, women’s 
opinions have been less regarded in male dominated decision-making in 
Kenya. She suggests that women’s feasible outcomes from action will 
influence men. Maathai (2004) also emphasised the significance of 
promoting democracy in Kenya to have an equitable society between men 
and women. This opinion was supported by Tamale (2006) who has called 
for a strong commitment to political engagement of the women’s 
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movement. Tamale (2006, p.40) affirmed that women’s subordination is a 
political issue to be addressed and encouraged women’s groups working 
for gender equity to swear to a political agenda (Tamale 2006). This 
perspective of African feminism demands an engagement beyond the 
traditional domain for women in Maasai villages and must be seen as a 
long-term strategy that builds on the local communal strengths that are the 
focus of this research on informal learning and ideas of literacy. However 
all of the African feminists open up a space for traditional culture to work 
with feminist goals.  
 
4.4 Establishing Rapport and Positioning Myself  
Establishing a good rapport with all stakeholders is crucial to conduct 
successful fieldwork (Charmaz 2006). A researcher needs to respect 
research participants and makes an effort to understand their views from 
their perspectives (Charmaz 2006). Respecting and understanding research 
participants views are also supported by Ospina et al. (2008) that the 
researcher-researched hierarchy has been an issue in research practices, 
hence some researchers attempt to relinquish control over lived experience 
and knowledge of the researched in order to establish connectedness 
between a researcher and a researched. It is also helpful to have a relaxed 
unstressful interview process, where interviewees are comfortable to speak 
about their experiences with confidence. As part of this research and as a 
researcher I am very aware that I may bring certain biases, values, and 
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beliefs into this research process. However, based on the researcher’s 
previous fieldwork experience in Narok North District, the researcher had 
developed a clear understanding of the community and was well-known in 
the community. Former experience helped the researcher establish a 
rapport with research participants with minimal difficulty. During my 
previous research visits, I was positioned as an underprivileged foreign 
woman (or rather girl) by local people in the district. They regarded me as 
a hopeless and unfortunate woman since I was physically much smaller 
than them, did not have my own family and did not own any cattle or goats.  
Interestingly, this helped me, as an outsider-researcher, to be part of the 
community and to settle down in the village.  
Reflexivity is an acknowledged and introspective process where 
researchers constantly challenge themselves to see how their own 
perspectives are affecting the research method, analysis, or interpretations 
(Brown 1994). Therefore, my interactions in the research process and 
theoretical insights required regular self-reflection. I valued the women’s 
voices and narratives because my own experiences, my cultural 
background, my beliefs, values, and social position do have an influence 
on the entire research process.  
Given the significance of African feminism considered for this study and 
the researcher’s positioning, the following section will describe this 
research framework of ethnography and its approaches of interviews and 
process observation.  
107 
 
4.5 Data Collection in the Field 
 
Data collection was conducted in Kenya during one six-month trip between 
April and September 2011, thirty seven interviews were conducted with 
members of women’s groups, literacy centres, women’s group leaders in 
their community and with government organisations. I had a local 
interpreter for interviews with village women. I had known her personally 
since I first conducted fieldwork in 2006 and she assisted me in connecting 
with her community people and her colleagues. I had asked her for 
assistance as an interpreter for my field-work since 2006, hence she 
understood my field-work and the purpose of my study conducted in Narok. 
During the long-term field-work for my PhD studies, I explained about the 
purpose of my study and the contents of interview questions. Through this 
briefing session, we made sure that the contents of the interview questions 
were clearly understood and the researcher should adjust the time of 
interview to the interpreter’s and interviewee’s schedule. An interpreter 
may shape the interview in ways the research did not intend and also the 
interpreter may distort interview responses rather than facilitate 
understanding (Mosley 2013), however, the research needs to consider a 
variety of issues rather than assuming that organising interviews with an 
interpreter would produce low-quality data (Mosley 2013). A language is 
not just a tool for translating messages, but carries particular socio-cultural 
meanings (Bhabha 1994; Bassnet 1994; Temple 1997). The local interpreter 
played the role in enabling the researcher to ascribe meanings to the 
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women’s voices and also to teach local habits and culture (Temple 1997). 
The local interpreter and I had a discussion on my research and the 
interviewed data occasionally in the field, thus making sure that all the 
interview questions were covered. Also the interpreter helped me 
understand their tradition and culture for elaborating the interviewed 
women’s replies/stories to me, if there were particular comments which 
related to their community’s tradition. Spivak (1989) argues that there is no 
central and consistent generalized “native voice” and demonstrates that 
rather there is a multiplicity of voices within every culture. 
Spivak (1989) suggests that when representing the other, intellectual 
activists might use a method of “speaking to” a particular community 
through imagined dialogue as a way to stay ethically reflexive. Moreover, 
it is possible to bring in sexist and postcolonial assumptions and 
misconceptions that must be unlearned through dialogue (Spivak 1989). 
Therefore, the researcher had constant internal reflexivity, which occurred 
both in the writing process, and through interactions in the village, and was 
required to continually combat deeply embedded thought patterns. 
 
4.5.1 Ethnography 
 
Scholars have identified the significance of ethnography for understanding 
the everyday lives of people and their cultural practices (Harding 1987; 
Parpart et al. 2002; Khan 2005; Ganguly-Scrase and Gillian 2008; Beetham 
and Demetriades 2007).  Although there are different terms and concepts in 
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ethnography, all share a primary goal: to seek to comprehend socio-
cultural contexts of a particular society (Atkinson et al. 2001). Spradley 
also states that ethnography is "the work of describing a culture" (1979, p. 
3) and the goal of ethnographic research is "to understand another way of 
life from the native point of view" (1979 p. 3). Alternatively, one 
anthropologist describes ethnography as “the study of the customary social 
behaviours of identifiable groups of people” (Wolcott 1999, pp. 252-253). 
Geertz (1973) defined what ethnography was and his elaborated term of a 
‘thick description’ of human behaviour in research participants’ context is 
significant to my study. A thick description explains human behaviour and 
context making meaning for a culture. The detailed description of a culture 
includes facts interpreting a community.  
While this approach is commonly used by anthropologists to study 
different cultures and diverse societies, Spradley suggests that it is a 
useful tool for "understanding how other people see their experience" 
(1979, p. iv). He emphasises that "rather than studying people, 
ethnography means learning from people" (Spradley 1979, p. 3).  By 
participating and observing, researchers attempt to understand the lives of 
specific people within specific community settings. Some scholars note 
that ethnography consists of field research or field studies (Esterberg 
2002). Researchers live in a particular community, observe people, 
participate in their activities and write up what they see and experience. 
Intensive or long-term fieldwork helps researchers consider the connection 
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between ideas of literacy, development, power, identity and practices of 
the daily life of local people (Hodgson 2001).   
Also, ethnographic research has broad implications for many fields, 
including education. Basu et al. (2008) and Robinson-Pant (2008) have 
both described the importance of ethnographic research to capture the 
actual opinions of indigenous organisations in developing countries. In her 
argument, Robinson-Pant (2008) states that results of ethnographic 
research can influence the literacy discourse and practices of development 
organisations involved in implementing literacy programmes. Professional 
development evaluators and staff developers can also use this approach to 
understand needs in a specific community, experiences, viewpoints and 
goals of people. Such information can enable them to design useful and 
worthwhile programs for policy practitioners, community workers, and 
educationalists to ultimately improve people’s living conditions. 
Ethnographers conduct their research in various settings and undertake the 
following (Esterberg 2002, p.60): 
1. Immerse themselves in a field setting, usually for an extended period 
of time 
2. Participate in a variety of ways 
3. Observe while they are participating 
4. Take notes about what they are observing 
5. Conduct informal (and sometimes formal) interviews 
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6. Take more notes (and more notes and more notes and more notes) 
7. Analyse their notes 
8. Write up their analysis, often in the form of a story or extended 
narrative 
An ethnographer should be flexible and reflexive (Bryman 2004). The role 
of an ethnographer is to learn from local people, adopting their life style 
and not controlling their decisions on everyday practices or customs. Also, 
an ethnographer needs to reveal what s/he has observed and their 
experiences staying in a particular community from time to time.  
In the case of Narok North District in Kenya, ethnographic/anthropological 
research on education and development has been very limited. Sawamura 
(2008) has highlighted that many research studies have relied heavily on 
quantitative data, and also the majority of academics as well as 
development practitioners seem to be interested in attainment of the levels 
of productivity and efficiency of literacy programmes.  
To understand Maasai women’s thinking and behaviours in literacies, this 
ethnography-based research primarily relies on both techniques of 
observation (a researcher takes part in everyday life in a particular 
community) and interviews (Agar 1996). Fontana and Frey states that 
observation and interviews seem to “go hand in hand” (2003, p.74), 
because of the nature of ethnography. These techniques were mainly used 
to collect data, which is described in the process of data collection. 
112 
 
Therefore, this study’s approach was framed based on Spradley’s (1979) 
stand point that the researcher stayed in a village, learning about Maasai 
culture and experiencing their everyday lives to understand Maasai 
women’s perceptions.  
 
4.5.2 Process Observation  
The fieldwork was carried out in a six month period in Kenya. Not only 
qualitative interviews but also process observation were used as a data 
collection method in this ethnographic study. Process observation can be 
defined as “a technique of observing the behavioral patterns or human 
processes of a group” (Conole 1978, p.11). In relation to their informal 
inference by nature, Brady and Collier (2004) state that casual process 
observation is “[a]n insight or piece of data that provides information 
about context, process or mechanism, and that contributes distinctive 
leverage in casual inference” (pp. 227-8). According to Narayanasamy and 
Ramesh (1997), through a process observation method, a researcher gathers 
data by documenting and reflecting on events and incidents in the 
community. This means an observer watches and documents what is 
occurring during a particular process. The researcher documented the 
processes within the village that contributed to informal learning and 
literacy. To do this, the researcher acted passively, notating in a diary of 
research experiences, which produced a rich description of the study 
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group’s mechanism and its descriptive context in a natural setting (Brady 
and Collier 2004). Research participants speak their own language and use 
everyday concepts to explain their own perspective (Geertz 1973; Burgess 
1984). A researcher seeks to find meanings in their situations as well.  
 
Although the purpose of participant observation is to collect field data by 
watching local people’s behaviour and habits within their natural setting 
(Thyer 2009), my participation as a researcher was based on invitations to 
observe such processes of learning. As McCall and Simmons discussed, the 
participant observer’s role “is not a single method but rather a 
characteristic style of research which makes use of a number of methods 
and techniques - observation, informant interviewing, document analysis, 
respondent interviewing and participation with self-analysis” (1969, p.1) 
My approach was to only document events and activities in which I was 
invited to participate in the village. Therefore, the processes of observing 
during data collection included being present at discussions, conversations, 
telephone calls, teaching and learning activities in the community, then 
writing, reading and recording what was observed. 
 
Lastly, Williams (1988, p.136) warns us of the possible paternalism 
involved in the participant observation method, and the arrogance of the 
researcher invading another group's world to get information in order to 
114 
 
relay it to the outside world, which had influenced my decision to only 
observe processes I was invited to. In the initial stage of the research 
project, research participants were told that the researcher got involved in 
various community activities on the basis of permission or invitation from 
local people. Therefore, participation in daily life varied depending on 
their available time and place. Upon invitation from participants, I also 
participated in tea breaks, going shopping, and visiting their friends’ 
houses and so on. I got involved in daily situations, observed people, 
looked at things, and listened to local people. I also made an effort to 
document incidents and episodes in my field notes.  
 
4.5.3 Interviews 
Many ethnographers use interviews to supplement the material gained by 
participating in the usual round of social encounters and experiences. As 
Madison (2005b) states, interviewing is “a dynamic process fundamental to 
ethnography” (p.35). This study initially used semi-structured interviews 
with research participants to understand their notion of literacy and views 
towards improving their life conditions, together with informal 
conversations throughout the research project. Semi-structured interviews 
took place on the basis of an untied structure using open-ended questions 
to explore certain topics (Lindlof and Taylor 2002). The individual 
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interview provided a unique opportunity to reflect each participant’s own 
life.  
 
In this study, the interview themes were initially based on broad topics and 
interview questions were focused to grasp further specific insights within 
the themes. The broad questions for interviewing members of women’s 
groups were: 
• Can you tell me about yourself and your experience in learning and 
the women’s group? 
• How has your involvement in your women’s group changed your life 
style, family or community? 
• What do you think about benefits of learning and/or literacy skills? 
• What is your idea of an ideal community? 
As Patton (1987) observed, good questions in interviews must be open 
ended, neutral, sensitive, and clear with a plain language used in questions 
about the participants’ background, experience of participating in women’s 
group activities, the perceptions of literacy education and development of 
their own community. For the purpose of record in the thesis, appointments 
with primary and secondary participants were made formally.  The 
interview transcriptions were used for an in-depth analysis. Detailed notes 
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were taken to record an explanation of an interviewee and to reflect the 
researcher’s opinion.  
My proficiency in the local languages of Maa and Swahili is at the level of 
greetings and self-introduction. I was able to read basic Swahili, yet my 
reading comprehension was rather limited and needed assistance from a 
local literate person. With my limited level of Maa and Swahili, I first 
greeted a research participant in Maa and introduced myself in Swahili, I 
communicated with an interviewee asking about their name, age and their 
occupation to open the interview. The interpreter was one of the well 
respected and known females in the village and wherever we had an 
interview with a village woman, the research participants were welcoming 
and accommodating to us. All the women’s group leaders and government 
related people spoke fluent English. Most of the interviews were conducted 
at the research participants’ offices, a local literacy centre, women’s 
groups meeting venues and local cafes.   
Individual interviews were scheduled for between 30 and 60 minutes, with 
flexibility. I held each interview at a location most convenient and 
comfortable for my participants.  
It was difficult at times to reach the participants, as they had busy home 
and work schedules and lives, but I was able to find space and time from 
each participant for her individual interviews. It was also the reason I met 
them at locations they preferred in order to make it easier for them to 
participate in the interviews. I then attempted to conduct a second round of 
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individual interviews in order to ask more questions about issues and points 
brought up in the first individual interview. However, the second 
interviews were not able to be scheduled due to the research participants’ 
engagement in their jobs, house core duties and so on.  
All data was recorded though written notes only as the researcher has 
developed skills in this method of recording data due to her extensive prior 
experience in this context. The researcher attempts to write down all the 
interviewee’s comments on a notebook. The researcher asks a question one 
by one and writes a research participant’s reply down on a notebook 
through the interpreter accordingly. Once the particular question was 
answered and recorded on the notebook, then, the researcher and the 
interpreter moved to a next question. However, when the participants 
consented to being photographed, a digital camera was used during 
women’s group activities to detail some of the observations of processes in 
the village. The photos of program activities in the district added another 
dimension when analysing data regarding gender relations in the practices 
of community development. The participants were not identified at any 
stage of the documentation of research. 
 
4.5.4 Selection of Field Sites and Research Participants 
Women’s’ grass root organizations  in  Narok North District, Narok County 
in the Rift Valley Province in Kenya, East Africa were studied in-depth to 
understand socio-cultural conditions and women’s experiences of their 
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literacy and community development activities. The reason for the 
selection of the women’s groups in Narok North District as the research 
site in Kenya is because the researcher was able to stay in their community 
without any problems since the researcher had conducted fieldwork several 
times previously in their community between 2007-20091, whilst employed 
as a researcher for Hiroshima University. The researcher’s former 
experience meant she was already familiar to community. Women’s group 
leaders had also expressed their interest in the research topic. The energy, 
enthusiasm and willingness of the women’s leaders and participants of 
women’s groups for the topic of the research were key factors in the site 
selection for the study.  A second aim of identifying the location was that it 
is a community where culture and tradition are well preserved, and it is an 
indigenous population with low literacy rates among women in Kenya.  
The research questions that framed the study evolved from involvement in 
the research project during 2006 and 2009. As a result of this experience, I 
became interested in investigating the relationship between women’s 
informal learning and literacy activities and their contribution to 
community development and poverty prevention.    
 
As described in the next, Narok County is located in South-West Kenya, 
                                                 
1
 The project was called as “Comparative Study on Education and Society in Africa: New 
Development Emerging from Field Work (2005-2008: Project Leader, Prof. Nobuhide 
SAWAMURA)” funded by the Japan Society for the Promotion of Science.  
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along the Great Rift Valley, where the Maasai tribe is dominant (See Figure 
5.1.The Map of Kenya). The Maasai speak Maa (the Maasai language), and 
Maa historically had no written script. However, the Roman Latin alphabet 
has been used to record Maa, especially in transcribing the Bible. Most 
people can communicate in Swahili and/or English. 
 
4.5.5 Recruitment Process of Research Participants 
Criteria for selection of the range of primary participants were the 
following.  
(1) Kenyan women, the age of 18 years and older (regardless of 
education levels), who are members of women’s groups and/or have 
attended adult literacy centres  
(2) Women’s group leaders in the community; church, school, 
community-based organisations  
(3) Government officers involved in literacy and/or gender and 
development programmes 
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Research participants are summarised in Table 5.1 below.  
Research 
method 
Open-ended 
questions 
Narrative 
interviews  
Narrative 
interviews 
Process 
observation 
Participants Literacy, 
education, 
gender and  
development 
officers, 
Church 
leaders  
Leaders of 
women’s 
groups  
Participants 
of literacy/ 
women’s 
groups 
 
The whole 
community 
 
Number of 
Participants 
10 12 15 About 100  
Recruitment 
method  
Snowballing Through 
literacy/ 
women’s 
groups 
Through 
literacy/ 
women’s 
groups 
Community 
leaders,  
literacy/women’s 
groups 
Table 4.1 Research Participants 
 
The village women participants in Narok County were recruited by a 
general invitation to members of the village women’s group through the 
agency of the local school-teacher who is part of the community. 
Individual women, expressed their interest in participating in the research 
to the local teacher, and she passed this on to the researcher. This was 
conducted orally rather than through literature due to two factors; first, the 
women are mostly illiterate in the traditional sense, and second, they do 
121 
 
not speak a language that is written. Therefore, local teachers introduced 
the researcher to a village-based literacy centre, enabling the researcher to 
conduct interviews with voluntary participants who attended the literacy 
centre. In addition to the above target participants, ethnographic data were 
collected from several other local people, development work related 
organisations and government officials to supplement the data obtained 
from the primary participants. To gather the second cohort of government 
officers, aid workers and school teachers, snowball sampling was applied 
(Wright and Stein 2005; Noy 2008). This is because email is unreliable and 
not assured for each group.  
 
Snowball sampling is used to reach the research related people through 
introductions given by trusted insiders (Wright and Stein 2005). Noy 
(2008) defines snowball sampling in a more concrete way as “A sampling 
procedure may be defined as snowball sampling when the researcher 
accesses informants through contact information that is provided by other 
informants” (Noy 2008, p. 330). To put it in a different way, a researcher 
uses a chain of recommendations to access more potential participants. 
Once participants were reached, the researcher explained the purpose of 
the study and ensured that the research participants understood that their 
participation was entirely voluntary and it would not affect their 
relationship with the university. Participants also had the opportunity to 
contact the researcher with any questions about the research study.    
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4.6 Data Analysis 
In analysing the data, I established a process of qualitative cross-
referencing, and evaluated the accuracy of the data according to the 
convergence of different data sources (Fetterman 2009). In addition to 
interviews, informal conversations, field notes, documents such as 
organisation minutes, policy documents were included in the analysis 
process (Fetterman 2009). 
The information collected from the interviews was analysed thematically 
and as narrative case studies. First of all, narrative analysis was applied to 
evaluate interviews about the sequences of everyday life of participants via 
key themes. The process covered analysis of the stories that people use to 
understand their lives and the world around them (Bryman 2001). Narrative 
analysis best matched the needs of my research question, exploring 
women’s experiences of informal learning and literacy and development 
activities in a traditional community. Narrative analysis is often employed 
to refer to both an approach - one that emphasizes the examination of the 
storied nature of human recounting of lives and events - and to the sources 
themselves, that is the stories that people tell in recounting their life 
experiences (Robert 2000).  Narrative analysis also works well in the 
broader theoretical framework of postcolonial feminism – the importance 
of own ‘voice’- as it focuses upon language as being not merely a technical 
device for establishing meaning, but deeply and subjectively constitutive 
of reality (Riessman 1993; Czaniawska 1997), thus, opening a space for 
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local women to speak from. Narrative analysis aims to see how research 
subjects impose order upon and make sense of their flow of life 
experiences (Riessman 1993).  
Research participants had more than one year’s experience of informal 
learning and literacy and community development activities through their 
women’s group. Secondly, to supplement the thematic analysis of data, 
case studies were drawn from some of the interviews. The case studies are 
summaries of the written notes recorded by the researcher. These case 
studies highlight the circumstances and views of the participants. The 
participants’ choices and decision-making processes on informal learning 
and literacy, and community activities were illuminated as well.  The data 
of process observation was recorded in a research trip diary. Whenever and 
whatever the researcher had a question on the observed information, he/she 
attempted to clarify with local people. Information obtained from the 
process observation data was combined. The following are discussed in the 
next section.  
 
4.7 Ethical Considerations 
As most of the research participants of this study exist in a vulnerable 
situation, it was necessary to consider the ethical aspects of this study.  
In this research, all data will kept in a secure and locked location for 7 
years. All identifying information has been kept for proceeding use. I have 
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coded to link informants’ details with the data collected and kept 
identifying information separate from the raw data, to ensure anonymity. 
While privacy means a person’s interest in controlling other people’s 
access to information about research participants, confidentiality means 
agreements with persons about what may be done with their data  (Sieber 
1992), which constitutes informed consent. These considerations were 
included in the application for ethics approval from the University of 
Sydney Human Ethics Committee. Also, I obtained a research permit under 
the number of NCST/RRI/12/1/SS-011/538 from the government of Kenya. 
The University’s Human Ethics Committee approved protocols to conduct 
interviews in Kenya for the research. In the actual research, ethical 
systems were put in place as follows. All research participants had a 
briefing session about the research project and their written consent was 
received prior to interviewing in English, as English is the official 
language in Kenya. For illiterate participants, a local interpreter read a 
project information sheet and the project was explained, including the 
purpose of the research study so that all research information was clearly 
understood. The local interpreter also read a consent form, and his/her 
agreement on the form was recorded by a thumb print in ink on a special 
box on the consent form. It should be noted that Maa is not a written 
language, hence, it was unnecessary to translate the documents. It was also 
explained that their participation in research was voluntarily, and that they 
had a right to withdraw at any time during the conduct of the research. As 
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noted earlier, my research approach was adjusted to the research 
participants’ situation at their convenience, hence, interpretation into Maa 
needed to be spontaneous in the field. The interview transcripts and field 
notes have been kept on a password protected computer. Confidential 
information on participants has not been collected or recorded. As Norton 
(2000) suggested, assistance in assignments, translation or transportation 
was offered in return for the research participants’ valuable time. This 
exchange contributed to establish the rapport between participants and the 
researcher. 
In the case of my fieldwork in Narok North District, I observed the 
reactions of some village women to the procedure of an agreement on a 
consent form. For instance, when my interpreter and I explained the 
summary of research and a written consent form to a research participant 
in the village, some women looked surprised and told the interpreter that 
they were keen to answer questions without any formal paper work because 
the interpreter and researcher had become a friend of hers. Some women 
even expressed interest in being photographed with their actual names. For 
a few village women, it was a honorable thing to have a photo taken and be 
part of a publication. My fieldwork meant that an anthropologicalal or 
ethnographic approach of research in this village depended highly on a 
mutual trust and/or a cultivated friendship between an outside researcher 
and village people. The whole process of data collection with Western 
oriented ethics provided me with an opportunity to reconsider the ethical 
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procedure developed in Australia. This echoes with what Robinson-Pant 
(2005, p.116) suggests, that “Taking a cross-cultural perspective on ethics 
can lead to greater understanding about the values that underpin our 
research approach so that we can learn to articulate how those values 
inform our ethical stance”. Therefore the content and process of informed 
consent should be developed based on a “collective decision” between the 
researcher and research participants (Chilisa 2009, P.423). It would be 
more effective to work with local academics to develop a culturally 
appropriate ethical procedure in future. Moreover, academics who are 
interested in conducting fieldwork in Africa, should be critical about the 
Western- oriented research procedures.   
 
4.8 Conclusion 
This chapter has detailed the methodology utilised in this research. I 
conducted semi-structured interviews with 15 village women, 12 women’s 
group leaders and 10 government related people over a six-month period in 
2011. The interviews were analysed as narratives of the lived experiences 
of the research participants. An additional methodology was process 
observation, detailing my research in the village.  
The next chapter, Chapter Five, will describe socio-cultural and economic 
factors and traditional practices affecting Maasai women’s subordinate 
situation in Kenya.  
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Figure 4.1 Map of Kenya (United Nations 2011) 
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Chapter 5.  Socio-Cultural Background of the Maasai 
Women in Kenya 
 
5.1 Introduction 
Following a summary of relevant postcolonial feminist theory and current 
understandings of the discourses of women’s literacy and development in 
the previous two chapters, this chapter conceptualised this research by 
illustrating Maasai women’s situation in Narok North District in Kenya. 
The experiences of the Maasai in Kenya are inevitably linked to global 
policies and the implementation of women’s development programmes and 
literacy in their society, therefore it is important to examine the economic, 
political and cultural aspects of the region in recent decades. From a 
postcolonial feminist perspective, to gain a view of local women’s well-
being in Narok North District, one needs a brief understanding of the 
background of their subordinated situation in Maasai tradition and culture. 
Before going into a deeper discussion about the context for Maasai women, 
the first section provides an overview of Kenya, followed by recent 
government initiatives in literacy and development, focusing on women’s 
development. Although the socio-cultural situation of the Maasai has been 
influenced by British colonial rule, as well as postcolonial systems (Coast 
2002), the Maasai people of Narok North District are now primarily 
dominated by their traditional lifestyle as Maasai. The chapter also 
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includes a description of women’s triple roles in the Maasai community in 
Kenya, based on process observations from the fieldwork in this research. 
 
5.2 Historical Background of Kenya after Independence from Britain   
The Republic of Kenya is located in East Africa on the Indian Ocean, 
sharing its borders with Ethiopia, Somalia, Sudan, Tanzania, and Uganda, 
and gained independence from Britain in 1963. The capital city is Nairobi. 
Kenya has a large number of wild reserves, which especially attract foreign 
tourists; however, the economy is largely dependent on agriculture, and the 
main products are coffee, tea, cotton and maize (Sobania 2003).  
 In an area of 580,000 km2, there is a population of 37million with about 
40 ethnic groups (UNESCO 2010b, p.306). Kenyan people are Christian, 
Muslim, or traditional believers (Sobania 2003). There are numerous 
indigenous languages in Kenya, with English as the official language and 
Swahili as the national language.  
 
It is important to understand how Kenya was historically constructed as a 
postcolonial state since the attainment of its independence from Britain in 
1963. Before the arrival of foreigners and Arab traders in the coastal 
region, the Maasai had been the major tribe in Kenya. Along with the 
nomadic pastoralists of the Maasai, the Kikuyu lived by agriculture. Then, 
after incursions by Germany and Britain, Kenya eventually became the 
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colonial state of Britain for about 75 years, when the British East Africa 
Company was established in 1888, which preceeded formal colonial rule. 
The proclamation of the colonisation of Africa was issued by two 
conferences in Germany and Belgium known as ‘scramble for Africa’ 
(Alam 2007). European countries divided African land among themselves 
to implement their colonial power (Alam 2007). Farmers from not only 
Britain but also of other European origins were encouraged to settle in 
Kenya, and established large plantation farms with forced indigenous 
labour. A European plantation owner employed African people at a low 
wage with strict work regulations (Alam 2007).  Due to land registration 
indigenous people were deprived of their land and were restricted to 
protected areas as ownership of fertile land was offered to European 
settlers (Sobania 2003).  
 
In October 1952, a rebellion organised by the Kikuyu called the Mau Mau 
movement broke out in Kenya. It led an independence and nationalistic 
movement. Although Jomo Kenyatta, the leader of a political group named 
the Kikuyu Central Association, was sentenced to imprisonment, 
eventually he was elected to be the first Prime Minister to form a newly 
independent country, the Republic of Kenya in 1963 (Sobania 2003).    
 
As a republic, Kenya experienced an era of strong patriarchal leadership 
under the first Prime Minister, Jomo Kenyatta. Subsequently, women’s 
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equality was ignored. The country also has undergone periods of economic 
growth, capitalism and an increase in basic education aimed at nation 
building.  
In the Human Development Index, Kenya was ranked at 145th out of 187 
countries and territories (UNDP 2013, p. 2), highlighting that about 40 per 
cent of the whole population was living on less than US$1.25 a day (UNDP 
2013, p. 5). 
Currently, following enactment of a new constitution in August 2010, 
replacing the 1969 constitution, the county has 47 counties. 
Decentralisation of administration is being implemented, where each 
county has an autonomous government body.   
Therefore, this historical context is significant to explore Maasai village 
women’s subordinated situations affected by tradition and British 
incursions, and their efforts to improve the well-being of their families and 
communities.  
 
5.3 Government Initiatives to Improve Education and People’s Well-
being. 
The government of Kenya has set “Kenya Vision 2030” to become socio-
economically and politically developed by 2030. In its national planning 
strategy between 2008 and 2030, Kenya aims to achieve an average GDP 
growth rate of 10 per cent annually (Government of the Republic of Kenya 
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2007, p.5).  The social pillar of the state of Kenya involves “ building a 
just and cohesive society, enjoying equitable social development in a clean 
and secure environment” through “eight key sectors; Education and 
Training, Health, Water and Sanitation, the Environment, Housing and 
Urbanisation, Gender, Youth, Sports and Culture” (Government of the 
Republic of Kenya 2007, p.11). In particular, the government of Kenya 
echoing Kenya Vision 2030 also commits to achieve an 80% adult literacy 
rate by the year 2030. In addition, the political pillar states “a democratic 
political system that is issue-based, people-centred, result-oriented and 
accountable to the public” (Government of the Republic of Kenya 2007, 
p.11). Here, equality is reinforced, and gender issues are strongly 
recognised.   
 
The government commitment to improve the well-being of the population 
can be seen in their annual expenditure increases on social sectors such as 
the Ministry of Education, the Ministry Health and the Ministry of Gender, 
Children and Social Development. For instance, there was an approximate 
20 per cent increase in the social sector expenditure from KSh 197.537 
million (USD 1.95 million)2  in 2008/09 to KSh 236.578 million shillings 
(USD 2.34 million) in 2009/10 (Kenya National Bureau Statistics 2010, 
                                                 
2  1 USD = 101.216 KES as of September 1, 2016. http://www.xe.com/currency/kes-
kenyan-shill ing# 
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p.39). With an emphasis on non-formal education including adult literacy 
centres, the Ministry of Education recorded an increase in expenditure of 
32.5 per cent from KSh 13.788 million (USD 0.14 million) in 2008/09 to 
KSh 18.273 million (USD 0.18 million) in 2009/10 (Kenya National 
Bureau Statistics 2010, p.39). The government established adult literacy 
centres and the number of adult learners also rose. The Kenyan government, 
in collaboration with donor agencies and NGOs, has taken various 
initiatives to reduce adult illiteracy rates and to empower women. It is 
therefore an appropriate time to conduct research on Maasai village 
women’s own learning strategies and community development activities to 
bring about a positive social change.   
 
5.4 Policy of Adult and Continuing Education and Women’s 
Development in Kenya 
The government of Kenya is committed to achieve the goals of Sustainable 
Development, especially Goals 4 and 5, which are related to women’s 
education. 
Goal 4 states is committed to “ensuring inclusive and equitable quality 
education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all” (UN 2015).  
Goal 5 is committed to “achieving gender equality and empower all women 
and girls” (UN 2015). To respond to the SDGs and the prior UNMDGs, 
Adult and Continuing Education programmes in Kenya have been supported 
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by a variety of organisations under the advisory Board of Adult Education 
of the Ministry of Gender, Sports, Culture and Social Services. The actual 
implementing agency of the Ministry has been the Department of Adult 
Education, which had been responsible for providing literacy and other 
forms of education to adults and out of school youth.  
 
With the new policy enacted in 2010, the placement of Department of Adult 
Education has been shifted from the Ministry of Gender, Sports, Culture 
and Social Services to the Ministry of Education. While the management of 
adult and continuing education programmes are centralised at the Ministry, 
there are field offices at provincial and district levels to monitor and 
evaluate the programmes.  
The Ministry of Gender, Sports, Culture and Social Services and the 
ministry of education allocate funds to adult learning and continued 
education and the funds are used for the development of learning/teaching 
materials, training of staff and payment of salaries. With the new Adult 
Education Donor agencies such as UNESCO, UNDP, UNIFEM, UNICE, 
UNDPPA, CIDA Canada, DFID, GTZ provide both technical and financial 
support for the adult education programmes.  
The department of adult education had implemented three main 
programmes; basic literacy, post-literacy and non-formal education. Basic 
literacy programmes involve basic skills of literacy and numeracy. Post-
literacy programmes aim at sustaining and improving the acquired basic 
literacy skills in leaners’ everyday lives. Non-formal education 
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programmes are provided for mainly the youth who have no access to 
primary school education or those who had dropped out of school 
(Wanyama 2014).  
Although the government had been attempting to improve adult and 
continuing education in Kenya, some challenges remained, for instance the 
shortage of adult literacy instructors and low funding allocation devoted to 
adult and continuing education programmes were reported (Wanyama 2014).  
Currently, with the new adult and continuing education policy under the 
Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Education of Kenya has established 
three main programmes; literacy, continuing education, community 
education and extension (Republic of Kenya 2010a, pp.13-14). The literacy 
programme aims at providing the basic skills of reading, writing and 
arithmetic to illiterate adults and out-of-school youth (Republic of Kenya 
2010a). The continuing education programme targets semi-literate adult 
and youth to be integrated into the formal education system. They can learn 
the school based curriculum in a non-formal setting (Republic of Kenya 
2010a). The community education and extension programme aims at 
providing knowledge about agriculture, health issues including HIV-AIDS, 
and gender education. In addition, it also includes vocational training of 
business management and craft making (Republic of Kenya 2010a).  Gender 
in education is one of the four main emerging issues addressed clearly in 
the policy statement (Republic of Kenya 2010a, p.26).  
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Under the national adult and continuing education policy described above, 
the Kenyan government is preparing for a new adult education curriculum 
aimed at certificate-oriented learning.  
The government literacy centres will most likely be primary school 
education for adult learners to sit for the Kenyan Certificate for Primary 
Education (KCPE) (Republic of Kenya 2010a). Income generating activity 
will be specifically included in literacy centres’ activities.  
This government shift in the adult literacy programme might create more 
distance between village women’s actual needs and their existing practices 
of learning. In implementing the new and nation-wide literacy programme, 
the government is also concerned about how to mobilise resources to reach 
remote areas.  
However, as the women’s experiences were highlighted in the above 
discussion, to create their own knowledge or learning activity in their 
cultural context, they do not demand huge resources. Village women can 
manage their informal learning by themselves. They require a particular 
skill and knowledge at a specific time in their space to improve their 
everyday life. They are aware of gender disparities and/or the disadvantage 
of being ‘illiterate’, yet they create their own strategies to tackle these 
issues. 
In addition, the Ministry of Gender, Children and Social Development had 
the highest increase in expenditure of 82 per cent from KSh 3,061 million 
137 
 
(USD 30.24 million)3 in 2008/09 to KSh 5,581million (USD 55.13 million) 
in 2009/10 (Kenya National Bureau of Statistics 2010, p.41). Gender-
awareness raising or income generation programmes for women were 
implemented by the government.  
Since independence, many efforts have been made to accelerate the 
country’s development. Economic development has been the main focus of 
the Kenyan government. The policy affirms that there should be women’s 
empowerment programmes, concentrating on the productive and 
reproductive roles of women (Republic of Kenya 2000).  
However, the government’s welfare policies addressing the needs of the 
poor and vulnerable people have not been successful (Chuma and Okungu 
2011). Social protection programmes for vulnerable people have been 
inadequate and crucial needs of the poor have been left out (Mwenzwa and 
Misati 2014). There is a gap between the government’s policies and its 
implementations in Kenya.   
 
 
 
 
                                                 
3  1 USD = 101.216 KES as of September 1, 2016. http://www.xe.com/currency/kes-
kenyan-shill ing# 
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5.5 Maasai Women’s Situation in Narok County  
While men act as bread-winners, herding cattle and protecting their 
households, women often carry out all household tasks (Saitoni and 
Bechiwith 1988).  
Cultural, social and economic measures of women’s status are low in 
Maasai culture and this negatively affects all aspects of their lives. 
Because of this obvious gender inequality, women’s access to resources as 
well as even basic education is limited. It is important to note that 
women’s marriage systems and ownership rights differ considerably across 
Kenya.   
 
Narok North District in Narok County is situated in the Southern part of 
Kenya and northern central Tanzania along the Great Rift Valley. The area 
of the district covers as much as 4,662.7 square kilometres (Republic of 
Kenya 2010b, p.27).  
 
The population of the Rift Valley Province was recorded at 10,006,803 in 
2010 (Republic of Kenya 2010c, p.128) and the population of Narok North 
District was 258,544 (Republic of Kenya 2010c, p. 162). It is also very 
scattered, with the exception of the area far away from the Main road, so 
called, ‘inland’ or ‘interior’. The Maasai speak Maa (the Maasai language), 
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and most people can communicate in Swahili and/or English. It is 
important to note that 91.8 per cent of women in Nairobi (the capital city 
of Kenya) are (officially) literate while only 73.2 per cent of women in the 
Rift Valley Province are literate (Central Bureau of Statistics et al. 2004, 
p.45). For men, the corresponding figures for Nairobi and the Rift Valley 
Province are 94.2 per cent and 83.9 per cent respectively (Central Bureau 
of Statistics et al. 2004, p.45). Literacy is defined by the Kenyan 
government, for persons over the age of 15, as being that one can read and 
write. These people are regarded as being literate (Bunyi 2006). It relies 
on a self-responding system (Bunyi 2006). There is an absence of a written 
or oral examination to examine the adult literacy level.  
 
Traditionally, Maasai people consume meat, milk and blood from cattle; 
however, currently, they also eat maze, potatoes, cabbage and rice. As 
Maasai are originally semi-nomadic people, hunting and grazing cattle and 
goats were the most important activities. Due to a communal land system, 
they graze their animals on surrounding lands, yet because of the 
privatisation of land, Maasai people have had difficulty in accessing land, 
which has influenced their cattle herding and food production. The pastoral 
Maasai have been forced to cultivate land to meet their basic needs. 
According to tradition, utilizing the land for crop cultivation is an offence 
against nature. For Maasai, everyone should have free access to land and 
water sources.    
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When wearing traditional clothes, Maasai people wear one piece of 
colourful garment wrapped around their body, along with hand-made 
beaded accessories and ornaments. Maasai women can make these 
accessories at home, and some sell the hand-made beaded accessories at 
the local market.  They are traditionally semi-nomadic, relying on 
livestock such as cows, sheep, and goats. Traditionally, the Maasai did not 
cultivate the land, nor rely on a cash economy. Cattle correspond to food, 
power and wealth. The more cattle a Maasai person has, the more influence 
the person has in one’s community (Saitoni and Bechiwith 1988). However, 
this is a challenge as the inland area is very dry and people have suffered 
from severe drought.   
 
Polygamy is traditionally practiced in the Maasai community. While the 
government of Kenya states that the minimum age for legal marriage is 16 
years for women and men, it is common that younger women are married 
off to an old man as his second wife through her parents’ arrangements 
(OECD 2010a).  According to a 2004 United Nations report, it is estimated 
that 17 per cent of girls of the age between 15 and 19 were married, 
divorced or widowed in Kenya (OECD 2010a). The researcher has 
observed a Grade 6 girl running away from her forced marriage in the 
Maasai village.  According to the OECD (2010b), Kenya established an 
inheritance law in 1991 that states women have an equal right to inherit the 
same as men. However, equal inheritance has sometimes been ignored.  
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5.5.1 The Reproductive Role of Women 
In terms of the reproductive role of women, they have unequal access to 
health services (Creighton and Yieke 2006). According to the 2008/9 
Kenya Demographic and Health Survey (KDHS), on average, the fertility 
rate per woman is 4.6 per cent, which declined from the rate of 4.9 per cent 
of the 2003 KDHS (Kenya National Bureau of Statistics (KNBS) and ICF 
Macro 2010, p.43). Yet, there is a large difference between the rural and 
urban areas. While the fertility rate per woman is 5.2 per cent in the rural 
areas, the corresponding figure in the urban areas is 2.9 per cent (KNBS 
and ICF Macro 2010, p.43). The educational levels of women are strongly 
linked with low fertility rates. There is a dramatic decrease in the fertility 
rate of 6.6 per cent for uneducated women to 3.1 per cent for some 
secondary educated women (KNBS and ICF Macro 2010, p.43). Knowledge 
of family planning stands at 95 per cent for women and 97 per cent for men 
aged 15-49 (KNBS and ICF Macro 2010, p.43). They have heard about 
modern contraception methods of condoms, injections and pills. In spite of 
the knowledge of family planning, only 46 per cent of married women 
actually use one of the contraception methods (KNBS and ICF Macro 2010, 
p.43). 
In terms of the Marriage Act (2008) in Kenya, the minimum age of 
marriage is 16 years for girls and 18 years for boys with parental consent.   
Traditional arranged marriages are widely practiced, especially in the rural 
areas. For instance, adolescent girls are forced to drop out school to marry 
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an older man as his second wife, instead of pursuing educational 
opportunities in Narok (Takayanagi 2014). Moreover, adolescent mothers 
seem to undergo complications during pregnancy compared with other girls 
who postpone child bearing (Republic of Kenya 2000).   
 
 
5.5.2 FGM and Early Marriages in the Maasai Land  
 
FGM has been practiced in the Maasai land as a ritual passage for girls to 
become adult women, preparing them for marriage. In actual fact, Female 
Genital Mutilation (FGM) is widely practiced in Kenya. It is also likely to 
be associated with cultural beliefs of modesty and femininity (WHO 2010). 
While the prevalence of FGM varies from one community to another, it is 
very common among Somali (97 %), Kisii (96 %), Kuria (96 %) and Maasai 
women (93 %) (Central Bureau of Stastics 2009). The type of mutilation 
differs according to the ethnic groups. Type two, which is an excision of 
the clitoris, is generally performed to Maasai women (WHO 2010).  It is 
partial or total removal of the clitoris as well as the labia minora, including 
or excluding excision, of the labia minora (WHO 2010). It is regarded as a 
harmful and violent practice to girls and women by WHO without any 
health benefits. Complications include pain, haemorrhage, infections and so 
on (WHO 2010).  
143 
 
In 1999, the Ministry of Health of Kenya initiated the National Plan of 
Action for the elimination of FGM of girls and women (GTZ 2007). The 
Children’s Act was also enacted in 2001, which shows the importance of 
special protection for girls who may be in danger of FGM (GTZ 2007). The 
law prohibiting FGM was enacted in Kenya in 2003, and persons found 
guilty face one year of imprisonment and a fine of 50,000 shillings 
(approximately USD 574 as of May 12, 2015, No life without Justice). 
 
During the fieldwork in the community, an education officer stated that 
four school-girls got pregnant and dropped out of school in the community. 
Some girls say that they would be an outcast if they did not undergo 
circumcision. Peer-group pressure for FGM among girls has a negative 
impact on girls’ decision regarding FGM. Education officers say that FGM 
affects girls’ school performance causing educational dropout, producing 
poor academic performance and early marriages. 
 
One of the education officers interviewed in this study suggested that 80 
per cent of the school-girls still support the practice of FGM. According to 
interviews with education officers and teachers, fathers make a decision on 
girls’ FGM, ignoring mothers and grand-mothers (women’s) opinions. 
Furthermore, teachers interviewed in this study who have got involved in 
FGM awareness raising programmes stated that there is enough 
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sensitisation and awareness of FGM in the community, yet FGM is 
organised quietly in the mountains. One teacher said she had seen a slight 
positive change in people’s behaviour and thinking about the practice of 
FGM practice. A female teacher said, “Only authorities can help. We can 
only educate people, at the end, it is up to them to decide if they want to 
do FGM or not. Old people cannot advise because they went through FGM. 
A man decides FGM for his daughters. A mother can help her daughter to 
run away from home, or take her to the authority”. She also stated that 
“Maasai women have no voice to speak, education only empowers women 
to say their opinion. The next generation of girls will not undergo FGM.”  
However, circumcision is an important source of income for circumcisers. 
In order to demolish its practice, they should be provided with an 
alternative business.  
The international non-governmental organisation (INGO), World Vision as 
well as UNIFEM have been working to eliminate the practice in Narok. As 
the impact of FGM and early marriage on girls’ education is severe, Wold 
Vision implemented the child sponsorship programme for several years. 
World Vision recruited female schoolteachers as a local resource, and 
trained them to play a role of facilitator among schools, girls and the 
office of World Vision. When a girl approached one of the resource 
persons to seek help on continuing schooling, the resource person referred 
the girl to the office to provide a school scholarship to the girl, so that the 
girl was able to study at school, avoiding FGM and early marriage 
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(Takayanagi 2008). At the time of research, the programme was withdrawn 
from the research site, hence trained resource persons and some female 
teachers sought assistance on girls’ protection through the government’s 
children’s office. World Vision had a project supporting girls’ education, 
yet did not implement women’s groups nor adult literacy projects in the 
research site.  
 
5.6 Conclusion 
When considering Maasai women’s subordinated situation alongside the 
historical background of Kenya after independence from Britain, it is 
evident that there is a strong patriarchy observed in various aspects of 
Maasai women’s lives. Even though Kenya obtained independence from 
Britain in 1963, women’s participation in social and economic spheres was 
given little attention by governments. By agreeing to the UN SDGs 
established by international donors in 2015, Kenya has attempted to 
improve women’s literacy and development. The major Ministries 
responsible for women’s development had a great increase in their budgets 
in 2010. The Ministry of Education has essentially revised adult and 
continuing education policy.  In order to increase adult literacy rates and to 
cooperate with the national certificate for primary education, certificate 
based learning at adult literacy centres is more established nowadays. 
Literacy with which the village women engage in their everyday life based 
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on their needs and space, conflicts with what the formal adult literacy 
programme offers to literacy learners.  
By illustrating Maasai women’s situation in the Maasai land, it is certain 
that they have triple roles to play in their society: reproductive, productive 
and communal. In their reproductive role, women are influenced by 
traditional practices of FGM and early marriages. While the government 
implemented the Children’s Act in 2001, the process to eliminate these 
practices completely is very slow. These practices also affect girls’ 
educational advancement.  
 
However, based on my research, women do not act like victims of gender 
inequality. Women attempt to find their own way to overcome social issues 
and to bring about positive change in their communities. To explore 
women’s views on their situation and community and their activities for 
community development, this study adopts an ethnographic research 
method. The next chapter will report on the analysis of the village 
women’s narratives and responses relating to notions of literacy and 
development and the key themes that emerged during the data collection 
period.    
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Chapter 6. Narratives and Process Observation of 
Village Women   
 
6.1 Introduction  
Drawing on the key literature on postcolonial feminist theory, this study 
complements a growing field of scholarship on the notion of informal 
learning/literacy and women’s empowerment in the context of development. 
As discussed in the previous chapters, village women have their own 
learning and community development strategies and mechanisms. However, 
as previous research focus has mostly been on formal literacy rates 
conducted in large quantitative studies, women’s perspectives on informal 
learning/literacy and its effectiveness have not been explored in great 
depth.  
 
This chapter reports mainly on two sets of data from the field, the 
narratives of the research participants drawn from interviews and the data 
from process observation. Complementing the data collected from the 
interviews, the observational data provided a means of understanding 
informal learning in action, aspects that research participants did not state 
and/or explain during the interviews. Process observation is a process of 
observing “the behavioral patterns or human processes of a group” (Conole 
1978, p.11). It is a mean s of recording the processes of events and 
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incidents. By attending the meetings of women’s groups, school 
committees, church services, the reconstruction of a house and 
microfinance groups, I observed the process of these incidents, placing 
myself as a researcher to listen to the research participants’ voices.  In 
addition, in the process of analysing the data, a number of themes 
generated by the data formed a useful means of understanding the process 
of informal education in the village context.  
 
In this chapter, I present the first level of data analysis through a 
presentation of participant profiles. The profiles for each participant’s 
story are organized according to the following six categories: 
1. Response to Self-introduction and learning experiences in relation to 
schooling and/or adult literacy classes 
2. Response to household resource management  
3. Response to women’s group activities  
4 Response to learning processes  
5. Response to the impact of women’s group activities and learning for 
improving well-being 
6. Perceptions on the future for the community 
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I constructed the profiles from the voices of the women in their individual 
interviews. The profiles are presented as a form of including the voices of 
each participant prior to imposing a narrative analysis on the data. 
 
This chapter also examines the notion of informal literacy/learning from 
the research participants’ perspectives, outlining what each of them 
undertakes to bring about positive changes in their community. The 
women’s voices are the key forms of evidence highlighting informal 
learning, which strengthens knowledge production and conscientisation 
(Freire 1970). This research presents women’s issues as multidimensional, 
demonstrating how socio-cultural, traditional, and economic factors 
influence their status. In this respect, the chapter examines whether 
positive changes that improve gender based issues can emerge from 
women’s informal learning in the process of self-empowerment.  
 
It is important to note that as the researcher I positioned myself as a 
listener to the research participants, hence I have illustrated how the 
information I obtained from the Maasai village contributes to building my 
knowledge of current development and literacy discourses present in the 
Kenyan context. More closely, I also sought to show what I learnt from 
local people about informal learning and literacy, in relation to community 
development and gender inequality.  
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6.2 Background of the Research Site: The Village Where I Stayed 
I stayed at my Kenyan mother (Naserian)’ 4  s house located in the Amu 
Division, Narok North District, Narok County, Rift Valley Province, 
Kenya between April and September 2011. People travelled by ‘matatu’ (a 
public bus) between the village and main cities like Nairobi. Within the 
village, there were a few “bike taxies”, which people occasionally used. 
Otherwise, they travelled by foot to visit homes, markets and attend other 
occasions. While some people lived in iron-sheeted wood houses, most 
people still lived in traditional Maasai houses of timber poles with small 
branches plastered by cow dung, sticks and mud.  
In the Division, there were 20 primary schools, one district education 
office, and one health clinic owned by an NGO. Village people purchased 
food, clothes and other necessary goods at the local markets. People took 
cows, goats and sheep to different markets. Hence, on market days, the 
village was very lively. On Sundays, most people went to church to attend 
services. Many Maasai people had converted to Christianity. Men and 
women in the village were wrapped by colourful pieces of clothes with 
colourful bead-ornaments. Red was the favoured colour.  
 
                                                 
4  Naserian is not her real name. The researcher was treated like her own 
daughter by Naserian and called Naserian “mother”.  
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Naserian was the head-teacher of a primary school. Two of her children 
were boarding at a secondary school in the city and the other two were 
living at home with their own family. Apart from during school holidays, 
Naserian was very busy, engaged with various kinds of schoolwork and 
meetings. Naserian’s house was modern, made from concrete, with 2 
bedrooms and a kitchen and washroom outside the house. Each of us slept 
in a simple single bed with a mosquito net. The house had electricity, and 
the radio was on in the morning. Occasionally, we went to watch television 
at a neighbour’s house. Naserian and I had bread or chapatti and sweet 
milk tea for breakfast. Naserian had fresh milk delivered each morning. We 
took bananas, oranges and a few slices of biscuits for lunch when time 
allowed. We had a dinner of green vegetables, beans, and rice or ugali. 
Ugali is a staple food of maize flour cooked with water with the 
appearance of dough. A chicken was slaughtered by Naserian to welcome 
guests and served for lunch or dinner. We normally ended our dinner with 
sweet milky tea.  In the early mornings, Naserian boiled water for us to 
wash in. We took a bucket of warm water to the wash room outside. It was 
rainwater captured from the roof. However, during my fieldwork in the 
village, there was a severe drought that resulted in the loss of livestock 
and crops. Due to the scarcity of rain, water had become a valuable 
commodity, and schools and some villagers bought water from commercial 
water companies. Otherwise, women had to walk a long way to fetch water. 
We obtained water from our neighbours and the local dispensary. Near the 
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end of my stay, we had water delivered by a water company. For drinking 
water, I bought bottles of mineral water from larger towns.  
 
While I was on a visit to other places away from Naserian, we 
communicated by mobile phone. Friends of Naserian came to her house to 
recharge their mobile phone batteries. When I visited other homes, sweet 
milky tea was served to me as a guest. The next section reports on 11 
village women’s narratives followed by analyses of the narratives. 
 
6.3 Narratives of Village Women  
This section opens up a space for the voices of the village women’s 
experiences in informal learning and literacy and community development 
through a narrative form of what they revealed in interviews. Eleven out of 
fifteen women’s interviews from a settled Maasai community are presented 
as the other four women’s interviews had insufficient responses to 
construct a profile and story. Through individual narratives told by each 
woman, each participant is depicted as separate, demonstrating their 
different qualities and experiences. This research does not assume that any 
women from the village share the same experiences, rather I borrow from 
Spivak (1989)’s notion of strategic essentialism to find commonalities 
among women in order to support a group of individuals. I entered into my 
research with the assumption, developed through the literature review and 
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my own research experiences, that the research participants have may have 
certain collective experiences that are reflective of the Maasai culture.   
 
In the following section there is an introduction to each research 
participant, highlighting her background and the activities she conducts in 
a women’s group. The first questions put to the participants were: How 
long have you been participating in a women’s group? What activities are 
conducted in your women’s group? What kind of informal literacy 
activities were you engaged in through the group? It was also aimed at 
understanding the roles the women played in improving well-being in their 
community.  
 
The eleven narratives highlight village women’s learning processes. They 
also explained how they obtained information and skills based on their 
needs to improve well-being. The women demonstrated that through their 
participation in women’s group activities, they brought about a positive 
change in their lifestyle. Lastly, women’s views on the future of Narok 
North District were also indicated in each narrative.  It is important to note 
at this stage that any information that might have enabled identification of 
the research participants such as school and office names or the location of 
the literacy centres has been strictly eliminated. 
154 
 
Each narrative was drawn from field notes, and had come via a local 
interpreter who spoke English, Swahili and Maa. The language reflects the 
women’s cultural and social ways of positioning themselves. Each woman 
was free to speak whichever language she was comfortable with to express 
her opinion to the researcher. Four major themes that emerged from the 
narratives of the village women are explained later in the chapter.  
 
This analysis clarifies the understanding of informal learning/literacy and 
the outcomes from the analysis, which enables ideas to be put forward for 
a community based development approach. The narratives reveal that 
women without formal education are aware of gender inequality and 
patriarchy and that a community-based women’s group offered access to 
knowledge and skills that consequently brought about social change. Life-
long informal learning has been a key process in seeking solutions and 
increasing the capacity of women to fight against poverty in the Kenyan 
context.  
 
This level of understanding challenges current discourses of development 
and literacy. It was also evident that the women did not regard themselves 
as poor village people in their community. For them, literacy acquisition, 
and economic and social development, were interlinked processes of self-
improvement, and were not seen as a short-term process of achievement.  
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The postcolonial feminist perspective provides a lens to reveal how often 
invisible taken for granted processes structure life and educational 
opportunities and experiences. In turn, women’s social positioning in the 
social structure might be a great disadvantage to their formal learning and 
their ability to manage community development and other related issues.  
Cultural influences were viewed as being helpful or unhelpful depending 
on the participants’ learning experiences. A postcolonial feminist 
perspective informed my exploration of how social injustices and unequal 
social relations affect women’s access to learning resources. It also 
recognises the need for knowledge construction from the women’s point of 
view, and that their voices have traditionally been silenced in the 
production of that knowledge (Kirkham & Anderson 2002).  
 
6.3.1 Narrative 1: Mary’s Story-  
I do not know my age, maybe around 44 years old. I did not go to school. I 
have not attended an adult literacy centre. I have eight children and all of 
my children went to school. I milk cows and manage farming. I work at 
other people’s shamba and the school’s shamba. My husband drinks 
excessively and becomes violent at home. He does not do anything. I have 
been a member of a traditional birth attendance (TBA) group for six years. 
I attended a TBA certificate course and I memorised what I was taught 
during the course. I was given gloves, a razor blade, threads, plastic 
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papers sheets and a bag. I also learnt about HIV-AIDS infections through 
contact with a pregnant mother’s blood. I have attended childbirths many 
times in the community. I am not paid for the delivery, but I receive a 
piece of slaughtered meat. When a local NGO provided me with sunflower 
seeds, I rented two acres of the land to plant the seed. After returning 
some seeds from a harvest, I sold some of the crop and replanted some of 
the seeds again. I learn from learnt people. My mother taught me how to 
build a manyatta (house). For example, we sit down and make beads 
ornament together. I changed after participating in the group. I learnt how 
to attend a child and a mother. How to live without contracting HIV-AIDS 
was taught on the TBA course. I learnt how to prepare well-balanced foods 
for my children, not one kind of dish for the whole day. I can teach other 
women. I feel I am in a better position than other women. I hope in the 
future in Narok that all the Maasai girls are to be taken to school. Tell 
men not to exchange girls for cows or blankets. Education will change a 
family, an individual, Narok Maasai community as a whole. I am positive 
about education and have seen how people benefit from education. For 
example, educated people were employed. I think female teachers also set 
a good example and that educated children would be able to use correct 
medicines, fertilizers and seeds. 
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6.3.2 Narrative 2: Maria’s Story 
I am 39 years old. I dropped out of school in Year 3 because of an early 
marriage. I have never attended an adult literacy centre, but I can write 
my name. I can read a few words in the bible but due to eyes problem, I 
cannot read letters clearly. I manage a large farm of maize, beans and 
potatoes. I also help my husband in taking care of livestock. Land and 
livestock belong to my husband, hence, I am not allowed to sell an animal 
in the market. My four children are educated, including the girls. I also 
take care of an orphaned girl, sending her to school. I have been a 
treasurer of a women’s group for four years. Meeting weekly, each of the 
15 members contributes a certain amount of money to be given to a 
member in what we call a ‘merry-go-round’ as members draw lots to 
decide the order of the receiving the merry-go-round money each time. I 
collect money, and take some to the bank for saving or receiving a loan. 
When I received the merry-go-round money last time, I spent it on farming 
and paying children’s school fees. I also run a small business, buying 
clothes and oil in Nairobi and selling them in the local market. A formally 
educated member taught me how to keep records, hence I can undertake 
book keeping for the group. My mother in law showed me how to make a 
manyatta. I ask my children or go to the group and ask educated women 
[to gain knowledge and advice] . I was living in Manyatta, I have improved 
my house of iron-sheets roof. The house improved. I even hire a few men to 
look after cattle, weed my farm. My family is clean. I can see my house is 
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clean, organised. I planted trees. I know which medicine to give to animals, 
what dosage I should give. [I hope that in the future of Narok that] people 
educate their children and have sufficient supply of water. Maasai keep a 
small number of animals to get more milk (good breeding livestock). 
[Towards the end of our conversation, her daughters called out to Maria to 
say that two men came to discuss her farm. Maria wanted to employ the 
men to weed her farm, hence they were negotiating wages and areas to be 
weeded. Maria had learnt from her husband how to manage casual workers’ 
employment.] 
 
6.3.3 Narrative 3: Naserian’s Story 
I am 59 years old. I did not go to school. My father did not know the need 
of education. I have participated in an adult literacy centre for one month 
held at church, but the centre was not stable, so I stopped going to the 
class. The class was held once a week, I attended for a total of four times, 
so could not grasp anything. I am the first wife among five wives. When my 
husband passed away, his property was shared among five wives. I look 
after cattle, do house chores, and fetch water from the dam and firewood. I 
joined the first women’s group for five years. Every woman contributed one 
sheep worth around Ks1000. The women asked men to go to the market to 
buy calves. The women of the group brought up the calves, sold them to get 
money and shared the money among the women. After sharing the money, 
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sometimes, we hired a field for farming. Every woman made sure that one 
built a kitchen with an iron-sheeted roof. I also joined another women’s 
group for two years. Each woman contributed Ks 3000 to the group, but the 
chair woman ran away with the money, I got nothing from the group. All of 
the women just went off from the group. I know everything, I know how to 
weed, how to cook and plant. My mother and husband taught me how to 
count money. Otherwise, I gain knowledge and information from the radio 
and my children. [After participating in the group] I was changing my life, 
[I am] happier. [I hope in the future of Narok] there will be more 
development of farming and livestock. People will build houses or improve 
their house. Every year, after harvesting, people buy materials and 
construct good houses as we keep repairing a manyatta during the rainy 
seasons. Modern houses cannot be rained on. We no longer smear cow 
dung.  
 
6.3.4 Narrative 4: Namunyak’s Story 
I am 40 years old. I have eight children. I did not go to school. At the time, 
parents never took their children to school. I came to know Swahili at the 
literacy centre. I attended the literacy centre for two years. I gained 
knowledge and can interact with any other tribes of Kenya though the 
literacy centre. We teach each other. When I did not know how to 
communicate the language (Swahili), I hired someone to go to Nairobi for 
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my small business. Now I can go to Nairobi by myself. Through business, I 
also knew Swahili. I established the small scale business through the 
literacy class. I buy fat in Nairobi and sell it in the village to make a profit. 
I also buy maize and sell it to gain a profit at the market. In a class, I copy 
what I have been taught. We teach each other. I can read time on the 
mobile phone. [After participating in the group] I changed my clothes, 
started business. My children are getting food. Other people say, what is 
this woman getting from the class? [I hope in the future of Narok] I would 
be a role model for those who have never been to school. I could advise 
adults to come to the class. More farming in Narok would be good. 
 
6.3.5 Narrative 5: Resson’s Story 
I am 27 years old. I have four children. I do farming, milk cows and sell 
milk. I did not go to school because my father did not take me to school. I 
have not attended an adult literacy class. My husband is in charge of 
finance, he sells a goat, brings a kilo of sugar, tea, a packet of 2 kilograms 
of maize flour. About the rest of money, I do not know. I use money 
generated by selling milk to pay school fees. I participated in a women’s 
group for one year. The group members contributed money and helped 
each other to weed a field. We discuss development. I get advice from 
educated people, listen to the radio. [After participating in the group] The 
group members bought seeds for me, came to my field and worked together. 
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The house used to be a manyatta, but now it is an iron-sheeted house. I 
used to eat one type of food, now I eat different foods. I know the 
importance of education and send my children to school. [I hope in the 
future of Narok] people take their children to school because it will a 
change to the district. 
 
6.3.6 Narrative 6: Namelok’s Story 
I am 36 years old. I attended Year 1 at school in another district. My 
father removed me from school and when I was 12, I got married off. I 
have never attended adult education. I have nine children. I look after 
animals and do farming. The animals belong to us, so if my husband is not 
here, I can sell the animals. But my husband is in charge of finance. I have 
joined a women’s group for two years. There are 12 members. To join the 
group, one has to pay Ks.100. we help each other and work with each other. 
We plant, harvest plants and share money. We hired one acre of shamba to 
plant maize. We do merry-go-round and we buy cups with the merry-go-
round money. A mother lacks school fees, so a mother borrows money from 
the group. A mother can borrow money from the group for medical 
treatment. We want to open a bank account to keep the money of the group. 
I ask teachers or the group members who have learnt for advice. I learnt 
how to build a house from my mother. I saw her doing it, I was always 
near her and assisted her. I want to go to an adult literacy class. [After 
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participating in the group] my husband is happy, women are happy. [I hope 
in the future of Narok] children go to school. Adults go to adult literacy 
centres.  
 
6.3.7 Narrative 7: Nahiegu’s Story  
I do not know my age, maybe around 42-45. I did not go to school because 
my father did not take me. I attended an adult literacy centre for a short 
while, but cannot read or write. I am one of three wives. I have 10 children. 
Two did not go to school. Others went to school. I milk cattle and cultivate 
my husband’s farm. I sell a bottle of milk to her [the researcher’s 
interpreter] every day. I have participated in a women’s group for a long 
time. There is a meeting every two weeks. I learnt bead-work from fellow 
women in the group. I make Maasai bead-ornaments and sell them to buy 
food, clothes and shoes. I also constructed a latrine at home, based on the 
group’s advice. I get new information from my children; for instance, my 
children told me about the necessity of using soap for hygiene. I got advice 
from the group. I rent a piece of land at different places, do farming 
without Muze’s (her husband) knowledge. I harvest, sell, keep money, I am 
not relying on him, I make maize flour from maize, Muze does not know 
where the maize flour comes from. There should be food at home. If I have 
10 bags of Maize, I make sure to keep the half of the harvest for the next 
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year, I hide it from Muze, use my common sense. Muze cultivates maize, he 
provides us little.  
[After participating in the group] The way of eating changed, before, it 
was only white things like ugari, and milk. They drink clean water. I am 
not looking at Muze to give us food, I learnt self-reliance from the group. 
[I hope in the future of Narok] I advise all Narok people to do some work 
with their hands, make sure they have the kitchen garden at home, greens 
for children, take their children to school. [When the interview was almost 
completed, her husband appeared, and told Nashiegu to go and milk 
because it was getting late. Nashiegu rushed to the cow and started milking 
immediately. He was just watching her milking. The children were also 
waiting for her to be fed inside the Maasai house].  
 
6.3.8 Narrative 8: Rhoda’s Story 
[During the interview Rhoda was collecting beans from shelves outside 
while her husband was looking after their animals with their children. 
After that activity she made oil from milk cream by boiling it for a long 
time. The younger children took a spoonful of the oil to be healthy.] I do 
not know my age. I have seven children. Two daughters are married. One 
son is at a local secondary school. I did not go to school. During my 
father’s time, no one went to school, hence my brother and sisters did not 
go to school. I attended an adult literacy class for two weeks, then a 
164 
 
teacher left. I sell milk and work for other farms to earn income. My 
husband is in charge of finance. Money generated from milk and a harvest 
is mine. I can sell a goat or sheep if there is a problem at home, but not 
cows. I have participated in a women’s group for one year with 10 other 
women. We cultivate each other’s farms together in turn. We plant maize 
and beans. After harvesting, each one contributes money on a weekly basis. 
Every week, the group members visit one member. Each member should 
bring two cups, two plates, and 220 shillings. In total, at the end, everyone 
gets 20 cups, 20 plates and KSh 2200. The group members continue this 
process of visiting each member in turn. We talk about our children, we 
help ourselves. Children are in our hands. I take my children to school 
with that KSh. 2200. I can buy school uniforms. I learnt how to build a 
traditional Maasai house from my grandmother. I was living with my 
grandmother. When my grandmother was constructing a house, she was 
telling me to observe the house construction. She said, “When you are 
someone’s wife, you will make it [a house] for your husband”.  I learn from 
others, from the church, learnt people. [After participating in the group] 
my husband is appreciated, a house has cups and plates for a visitor. I use 
that money [generated from a harvest] to feed my family. [I hope in the 
future of Narok] both boys and girls are at school. Stop marrying off girls. 
Maasai people will put all their children into school.  
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6.3.9 Narrative 9: Agnes’s Story  
I am 48 years old, I am the second wife among three wives. I did not go to 
school. My father did not take me to school. I attended an adult literacy 
centre for one month. The teacher was not present sometimes. I learnt how 
to write my name, but I forgot. I do farming, keep poultry, look after cattle, 
take the cows to the field, sell milk. My husband strolls around home. He is 
in charge of finance. I control money generated by selling milk and two 
acres of shamba. I cannot sell cows and sheep. I have joined three women’s 
groups for many years. In the first group, we had a shamba, sold the 
harvested plans, bought a mill. After some years, we sold the mill and 
shared the money.  The second group is TBA. There are 20 members. The 
members taught me about TBA, I assisted a lot of children’s birth. I learnt 
a healthy way of handling a baby, cutting an umbilical code. I remember 
everything. The third one of merry-go-round, there are 13 members. Each 
member put KSh. 100 everyday after selling milk. We gave one woman the 
saved money, and another woman to assist in her house. I learn from 
educated people, other members and from the TBA group. My mother 
taught me how to build a manyatta. I am very curious about seminars to 
educate mothers and the groups. So I attend seminars if there are any. I 
want to attend an adult literacy class. I could have read some sentences on 
the question sheet [of the researcher] if I had been to school. [After 
participating in the group], many changes [occurred]; how to wash a body 
properly, spray insecticides on cows, take children to school. I used to take 
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one type of food (ugali, porridge, mixture of water, milk and flour), but 
now I use full of necessary nutrients for my family.  [I hope in the future of 
Narok] parents take children to school, specially girls, let their girls 
complete education, get [girls] married later. 
 
6.3.10 Narrative 10: Estha’s Story 
I am 50 years old. I did not go to school. My father did not take me to 
school. I have attended the literacy class since 2010 (at the time of the 
research, one year). I can write my name and count numbers, but it is still 
very difficult for me to copy what is written on a blackboard to my 
notebook. I am a divorced mother with 2 children. Both children are 
married. I have sheep, goats, chicken, cows and a shamba (a field). I have 
a small-scale business, buy sugar, soap and tea leaves in the local markets, 
sell them at home to make a small profit. Through discussion and casual 
conversations among the literacy centre peers, I have learnt how to 
manage my business and how to write things down. [I hope in the future of 
Narok] good farming of maize and beans. 
 
 
6.3.11 Narrative 11: Luisa’s Story 
I am 52. I have eight children. My husband is blind. I did not go to school. 
MY father did not take me to school. My father told me to look after 
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animals at home. I attended an adult literacy centre for one month, but I 
got busy looking after animals, so I stopped going. I grow maize, look 
after animals, sell milk and construct my house. My husband is in charge 
of finance. After selling goats. Money goes to him. Small business money is 
mine. My husband and boy go to the market to sell [animals], they get 
money for school fees. I participate in three women’s groups. First group 
is about HIV-AIDS. I have been a member for one year, attended a seminar, 
and had a certificate framed on the wall. We were taught about HIV-AIDS. 
I tell people not to get involved in unsafe sex, use a condom. I told my 
daughters about it. The second one is TBA, and I have been a member for 
five to six years. I attended a training course of TBA. When a mother in the 
community is about to deliver, I am called to assist a mother’s delivery. I 
go with equipment and attend the childbirth. I have also joined another 
group for one year. I was taught to put (water-purifying) medicines into 
water for clearing. At church, ladies came and talked about water. They 
were from an NGO, they gave us the medicine. I visit neighbours to tell 
how to treat water and put medicine in for safe drinking water. The 
medicine finished. I am waiting for the ladies to come back. I get 
information and advice from church, educated people. They update us. For 
instance, global warming was taught at church. When I attended a 
ceremony at church, I heard a lot of things about child development. [After 
participating in the group], my husband and family are happy. I was 
drinking dirty water, now I put medicine into water, settle it, and drink 
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directly. I am happy because I have told my neighbours about water. [I 
hope in the future of Narok] education first for all families.  
 
All of eleven women indicated some form of activities in informal learning 
and literacy learning. However, overall it was evident however that 
literacy classes provided in the community were haphazard and were 
provided inconsistently – with the women often not being able to complete 
the course. Therefore, it was the informal processes of learning and 
gaining literacy that appeared most consistent for the women. 
In the process of learning, the women raised their critical awareness of 
social issues and gender inequality and attempted to improve the situation 
through collaborative learning. It is evident that they assessed needs 
independently and conducted various kinds of activities to improve the 
well-being of their families and the community. The interviewed women 
conveyed the view that collective action and solidarity bring about a 
positive change at the pace of their choosing. As Tamale (2006) 
emphasised, the form of activity should be linked to political structure, if 
individuals strongly demand to have a more equitable and democratic 
society.  
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6.4 Analysis and Discussions of the Village Women’s Narratives 
This section focuses on the findings and discussion of the outcomes and 
challenges that village women have experienced when implementing 
activities in an informal group. Group activities and peer support appeared 
to have equipped the village women for resistance to and prevention of 
poverty, resulting in their families improved well-being.  
 
Through a hand-coding process, five major themes emerged from the 
women’s narratives; (1) Women’s learning processes; (2) Resource 
management of the household; (3) Women’s group activities; (4) The 
impact of women’s group activities and learning on improving well-being; 
and (5) perceptions towards the future. I respond to the research questions 
through the key themes. 
 
6.4.1 Key Theme 1: Women’s Learning Processes as Informal 
Learning/Literacy 
The women's voices are valued, respected, and addressed through 
recognising that their everyday experiences are a form of knowledge 
production. From a feminist perspective the aim is not only to explore and 
prioritize village women's perspectives about their experiences but also to 
communicate new knowledge to support changes to aspects of the 
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oppressive conditions in which they live. Feminist research is politically 
undertaken, in that it challenges the dominant group of peoples who 
influence women’s lives and seeks answers on how to address issues and 
find solutions (Anderson 1991). The process of building an empowerment 
element to knowledge production is through open dialogue in order to 
develop a critical insight into one’s own oppressed situation, creating 
potential to become an active agent to change one’s life. According to 
Freire (1970) empowerment approaches are significant as they enable 
women to gain understanding of their situation through self-reflection. 
Lack of ‘formal education’ was reported by all the 11 interviewed women. 
While nine women reported no education, two had some level of primary 
education. The women reported that their fathers did not enrol their 
daughters in school or withdrew them from schooling due to an early 
marriage. The perceived gender roles from a cultural and traditional 
perspective influenced how girls were socialised in the home and school.  
Andersen and Collins (2001) state, work, family, educational institutions, 
and government are all institutions where race, class, and gender divisions 
emerge. There is an historical legacy of Maasai women being excluded 
from or encountering barriers in gaining access to institutions of formal 
education. Working in alignment with Spivak’s concern about the double 
colonisation of women, the evidence suggests that girls and women are 
significantly less likely to have access to or complete literacy education.  
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For example, although Maria was familiar with alphabetical literacy, as she 
had attended formal schooling for a few years and she learned book 
keeping. However looking after the group members’ money through 
participation in the women’s group was a practical method of learning by 
doing was a way to gain skills. Maria also made an effort to generate 
income for her children’s education. Bown (1990a) and Lavine et al. 
(2012) reported that literate mothers tended to send their children to school, 
yet, although Maria herself is not highly educated, she recognised the 
importance of education. She educated her children, including an adopted 
orphaned girl. Maria was confident that the future of educated people 
would be different to that of uneducated people. Resson, Namelok, 
Nahiegu, Rhoda, Agnes, and Luisa made a point that educated people are 
knowledgeable and informative, hence the women would approach 
educated people to seek new knowledge.  
The practice of early marriage (child brides) was also highlighted in Maria 
and Namelok’s narratives as early marriage had terminated their schooling. 
Traditionally, a woman (girl child) is married off to a man as a gift or for 
an exchange of cows, and is a practice that is still widely undertaken. As 
Maria and Namelok reported, it the patriarch of a family who decides and 
arranges his daughter’s marriage.  
While four of the women did not attend an adult literacy centre, seven 
women participated in an adult literacy centre for periods between two 
weeks and two years. Mary, Maria, Namelok, Rhoda, Agnes reported that 
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they learnt about a traditional house construction through observation to 
their mothers or grand-mothers. 
While all the interviewed women explained that they asked advice or 
obtained new information from educated people, Maria, Naserian, 
Nashiegu expressed the usefulness of their children’s advice from their 
schooling. Namunyak noted that she learnt Swahili through a literacy 
centre and she was able to communicate with other tribes of Kenya.  
 
Significantly, self-learning appeared to have empowered Nashiegu to be 
independent from her husband to some extent, although she seemed to fear 
her husband’s orders to do house duties. Despite her compliance with her 
husband’s orders, she was able to convey many positive aspects of 
women’s self-empowerment through learning in her narrative, which is 
often an aim of aid agencies’ literacy and development programmes 
(UNESCO 2003, 2005, 2014). However, again, in the case of Nahiegu, it 
was her own motivation and learning processes that resulted in personal 
empowerment, not programs introduced by outsiders. 
Nashiegu had created her own space to access information and advice from 
the group to seek a possible solution. Utilising ‘praxis’, ‘the inseparable 
unity of reflection and action’, (Freire, 1970). It is evident that some 
women critically looked at and analysed their social situation in their 
cultural setting and found a solution and then acted to solve the problem. 
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Nashiegu recognised that she should reserve some maize in case of drought. 
She did not wait for an outsider’s aid to provide empowerment or 
agricultural training programmes. Instead of being reliant on outsiders, she 
identified a problem and aimed to improve her family’s well-being by 
herself. Dependency on men, or the traditionally strong patriarchal system, 
had, to some extent, become manageable for some women in cooperation 
with fellow women. This is a fundamental social aspect of what literacy 
offers. What is most significant, however, is that as a subaltern woman, 
Nashiegu found the means, for example, informal learning activities, to 
speak and be heard without the need to transform her position in society 
but rather strengthen it through solidarity with other women in her village. 
Western feminist movements have had a history of viewing women as “an 
already constituted and coherent group with identical interests and desires” 
with no viewed differences between race, class, ethnicity, or any other 
identity community (Mohanty 1993; p. 197).  
The informal learning approach and related group activities that the village 
women went through helped women to create a space and the position for 
their culture (Freire 1970). The ethnographic approach opens up spaces for 
advocacy, alliance, and political action on the part of the researcher by 
inserting her as a collaborative learner. The model developed here worked 
to engage with the enhancement of multiple literacies and can contribute to 
a challenge to representations, and resist gender inequality.  
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Mary highlighted her method of recording knowledge; she attempted to 
memorise information that she gathered from the oral communication by 
her mother, friends, educated people, children and church. She learnt from 
other people and applied what she had learnt in her daily life, for instance, 
Traditional Birth Attendance (TBA) skills. This learning also raised her 
self-confidence. As Carmen argues, “we all remain orates under the 
(literate) skin - literacy cannot fully replace the pre-existing oral order” 
(1996, p.100). Through “orality”, the traditional African way of recording 
knowledge and communication, people, like Mary, transfer knowledge on 
traditional, cultural, and modern practices such as HIV-AIDS. 
 
Being a widow, Esta managed all of the household activities, including the 
care of livestock. She seemed to recognise the impact of literacy on 
livelihood, yet she attended the class for another purpose, which was to 
gain small-scale business skills during discussions at the literacy centre. 
This is a significant aspect of literacy supported by Clodomir Santos de 
Morais (Carmen and Sobrado, 2000, p.17). He criticises the functional 
literacy approach and argues that poor people need another type of literacy, 
“entrepreneurial literacy, which will allow them to develop self-managing 
organisations based on the division of labour” (Carmen and Sobrado, 2000, 
p.17).  He argued that the root cause of poverty is not the fact that 
illiterate people need to be functionally literate in order to gain the basic 
ability to acquire a job, but rather the fact that there is a large 
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unemployment issue in developing countries. Hence, gaining literacy skills 
should be a process that people go through, a ‘capacitation (learning)’ 
process, and by organising groups, people can create jobs by themselves. 
In Brazil, for example, a successful landless people’s movement 
(Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rrais sem Terra; MST), has been 
established which occupies disused lands.  
Using orality or verbal communication with the teacher and literacy class 
participants, Esta acquired practical knowledge and skills connected with 
small-scale business. The first priority or motivation for her to come to the 
centre was to learn more about business management and to exchange ideas 
with peers. Moreover, there was space available for her to voice her 
opinions and be heard or contribute to discussions at the centre (Spivak 
1985).   
Gathering new information and knowledge through three women’s groups, 
Luisa shared her expertise with her neighbours comfortably. Luisa seemed 
to consider not only her own family but also her community members’ 
well-being. This highlights people’s cooperative learning and the 
togetherness of the community (Pradavanda 1989). This has been the major 
method of learning in a communal society like many in Africa. While it is 
still regarded as a difficult topic to discuss contraceptive methods or HIV 
transmissions through sexual intercourse, Luisa is confident enough to 
bring up the issue with her neighbours and her own daughters. Luisa 
encouraged other women to challenge gender inequality, as women have no 
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say in sexual activities traditionally. It is evident that Luisa has gone 
through the process of developing a critical consciousness (Freire 1976), 
from which she has developed her critical awareness on social issues and 
has understood the risk of being HIV positive. This led Luisa to move into 
the process of ‘Praxis’, the act of applying knowledge (Freire 1976). 
Social and cultural factors may prevent people from using condoms as a 
method of birth control in the traditional Maasai community, yet Luisa has 
comprehended condom use, which was introduced by outsiders. As Bhabha 
(1994) explained about hybrid cultures in the previous chapter, from 
Luisa’s observation, modern and traditional cultures are interacting with 
each other in the village around the modern intrusion of the disease of 
HIV-AIDS.   
It is evident that the participants of this study challenged structural 
barriers by speaking out and wanting to bring attention to their possible 
social injustices and the unequal social relations of their individual 
experiences. 
They wanted to contribute to improving their families’ well-being and how 
care is provided for women in the traditional community. This process 
provided a way of bringing an emancipatory element to knowledge 
building; one that recognises social injustices and unequal social relations 
that disempower the women, and identifies marginalised voices (Freire 
1970; Spivak 1985). Some participants also gained transformative 
knowledge; that is new knowledge constructed to support them from being 
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a passive vulnerable woman to one that actively advocated for women who 
are struggling with family issues. 
The research participants also articulated their appreciation for being 
protected from domestic issues such as male dominant resources control 
and lack of school fees and being offered opportunities to move forward in 
a positive direction. Through the support received in collaborative learning 
through women’s groups the women learned that they do have choices and 
they don’t have to live with poverty.  
Mary and Nashiegu had many domestic troubles but they received the 
support and information they needed to cope and manage with their 
household issues by pursuing different avenues for mutual support and 
assistance.  
By taking part in the women’s group activity, Nashiegu was empowered to 
be self-reliant and self-confident, trying to manage farming and generating 
income for her family behind her husband’s back. Her experience is 
consistent with Haraway’s (1991) observation that subordinated people can 
act on bringing about a positive change to improve their status through 
togetherness and collectively, as occurred among village women. 
Nashiegu’s narrative indicated that she was aware of the traditional 
patriarchal system, that men control resources and make decisions on the 
utilization of the resources, however her narrative also reflects a form of 
resistance against the male-dominant social system. 
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The research participants are empowered to discuss, take an initiative to 
improve their well-being. In this way, a non-traditional learning 
environment becomes a space for participatory democracy (Freire 1979; 
Alexander & Mohanty 1997), and empathy is created through the 
“dialogic” encounters in the groups rather than just through the 
consumption of new information, skills and knowledge (Freire 1970).  
  
As noted by Rogers (2004), the informal learning space offers small-scale 
knowledge that can examine specific problems under particular situations. 
The values of communalism and collectiveness were promoted through 
cooperative learning. Also collaborative informal learning and literacy 
strengthened the tradition of community collaboration (Trutko et al. 2014). 
Moreover, needs based learning and improved skills and were viewed as a 
means to obtain information to be able to make more informed decisions, 
and offer better life opportunities. 
The women’s narratives also suggested that their learning is collaborative, 
localised and action-oriented. The research participants shared knowledge 
that can inform specific problems and specific situations. In this way, all 
involved women’s group members, regardless class and age, together 
become part of the learning process, actively working on analysing their 
own issues, how these are challenged, and how new insights result through 
try and error. 
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6.4.2 Key Theme 2: Resource Management of Household; How does 
Gender Appear in the Women’s Narratives on?  
Literature in women’s development in Africa widely recognises that men 
control resources including domestic animals and household finance while 
women do all the household chores (Robeyns 2010; USAID 2010). The 
literature also suggests that women are restricted from access to resource 
management and land ownership (Robeyns 2010; USAID 2010; Hodgson 
2011; Sen & Östlin 2011). This section presents an analysis of responses to 
interview questions such as ‘who is in charge of finance?’  
A postcolonial perspective informed my exploration of how social 
injustices and unequal social relations affect the research participants’ 
access to and ownership of resources. Throughout the individual interviews, 
the participants spoke about the responsible person of the household 
finance and resources. Participant narratives often illustrated their 
husbands’ role in resource management of their household.  
While Mary’s husband was described as an alcoholic and she was busy 
managing farming and working in other people’s fields, there was no clear 
indication of who controlled household resources. Maria was responsible 
for the farm, employing a few men to weed and harvest. Although Maria’s 
husband controlled their land and livestock, she negotiated the casual 
workers' wages and made payments. This was traditionally a key male role 
as it relates to finance. Resson, Namelok, Nashiegu, Rhoda, Agnes, Luisa 
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mentioned that their husbands controlled household finance and livestock. 
Namelok and Rhoda shared the role of trading livestock in the absence of a 
husband, which did not appear in other women’s response to the household 
resource management. Naserian and Estha were single mothers, hence they 
managed household resources, including livestock. All participants spoke 
about using their pocket money generated from selling milk and small 
businesses on their children’s schooling and/or foods for their families.  
 
Related to the issue of limited access to finance is the notion of patriarchy 
and socially and historically constructed gender roles in the village in 
which men are the bread winner, hence own and control resources and 
finance, and women maintain household chores and had access to only 
small amounts of money. Responses from village women described gender 
based stereotypes of men’s and women’s needs and roles as the cause and 
continuation of this differential access to finance. Such a gendered 
understanding of the division of labour implied that men are to be the 
providers for and women the caretakers of the family. Therefore, men in 
the village in their role as providers were required to leave the house and 
graze animals or seek a job.  
Interviewed women in the village on the other hand, in their roles as 
caretakers of the family were not required to leave their home to step into 
the labour market and therefore, are relegated to being an assistant to milk 
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cows and do farming, ordered by their husbands. A significant finding was 
the observation of how these factors affected the village women’s ability 
to negotiate their status and situations with their husbands. 
Gender affects the power and control men and women have in different 
ways over their socio-economic determinants (resource management, 
income, education, household chores) and their status, roles, access to 
resources, and other treatment in society (Moser 1998; USAID 2010; 
Hodgson 2011; Sen & Östlin 2011). Socially constructed differences 
between women often result in discrimination and inequalities. It is 
therefore important to recognise that the multiple contextual factors 
affecting the village women’s lives are related to power relations between 
the sexes and the structural barriers and class position of Maasai women 
within society (Crenshaw 1998).  
 
 
6.4.3 Key Theme 3: Women’s Group Activities 
The central aim of this work is to give an accurate account of the women's 
group activities and to build knowledge of the conditions their lived 
experience. The postcolonial perspective recognises the need for 
knowledge production from the women’s view, and that their voices have 
traditionally been silenced in the production of that knowledge (Kirkham 
& Anderson 2002). Throughout the individual interviews, the research 
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participants spoke about the various ways in which they experienced 
women’s group meetings and activities.  
Research participants were asked various open-ended questions to gather 
information about how the women operate their informal groups and what 
kinds of activities the women had been engaged with.  
The research participant’s perspectives frequently centred on the expected 
responsibilities of wifehood and motherhood. Drawing on postcolonial 
feminist perspectives it brings into focus that some women face 
simultaneous difficulties such as provision of sufficient food, clean water 
and school fees. Lowered socioeconomic status and inadequate social 
supports can be disempowering for village women and as a result create 
vulnerabilities and disadvantage. 
 
When the interviewed women spoke about their experiences about 
women’s group activities, they mentioned the organisation of their 
women’s groups and major activities. Eight out of eleven interviewed 
women mentioned that they participated in one group and Naserian had 
joined two women’s groups, and Agnes and Luisa were affiliated with 
three different women’s groups. The women’s groups operated as 
grassroots self-help groups. No women stated that their group was 
registered with the government. The women’s groups’ membership ranged 
from 11 to 20 members, and they were comprised of married women and 
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widows. Membership fees also varied among the groups. Namelok said that 
one had to pay Ks.100 as a member registration fee, yet other women did 
not mention the registration fees. They scheduled and conducted their own 
meetings.  
The village women had found a way of reducing their workload through 
cooperation and organisation of a group and the women’s groups were 
formed to share the workload of cultivating farms. They were aware of the 
large amount of work that women were expected to manage. Hence, by 
avoiding quarrels with their husbands, they came up with a constructive 
solution: they formed a group to share the workload amongst themselves. 
Rhoda and fellow women seem to accommodate men’s self-pride in order 
to live harmoniously. Togetherness in a communal society is a key aspect 
of African culture (Pradavanda 1989). The village women were aware of 
gender disparity through an unequal workload and men’s general 
expectations of women, yet they discussed a solution based on their 
capacity and attempt to create a better situation for women. This process 
reflected a praxis (Freire 1985), meaning people raised their own 
awareness of social issues and acted to bring about solutions. The women 
were not ordered or persuaded by outsiders to plan and implement a 
development project; instead, it was cooperative and mutual learning to 
change their situation. In addition, based on their everyday needs, each 
woman contributed a small amount of money to the group members as a 
whole. Each woman would indicate that she had a high expectation for 
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education and she utilised the money to educate her children. However, 
again, the women’s views can be overly optimistic as Puchner (2003) 
emphasised that socio-economic development cannot be guaranteed by 
providing only an education to people. 
 
The groups provided the members with better opportunities to network and 
share business ideas. The interviewed women often mentioned their unique 
forms of micro-finance activity like the ‘merry-go-round’ system, and 
public health related activities such as TBA, HIV-AIDS and access to 
clean drinking water. While Mary, Agnes and Luisa mentioned TBA as the 
group’s activity, other women expressed small businesses and ‘merry-go-
round’ as the purpose of the group activity. While Mary and Luisa 
obtained a TBA certificate through a training course, Agnes gained the 
skills of TBA from her group members. The women voluntarily have 
attended and provided childbirth care in their village.   
 
The women illustrated how the merry-go-round activity was formed and 
maintained. As Maria and Namelok explained in their interviews, in their 
women’s group meetings, each member contributed a certain amount of 
money to the group. The members draw lots to receive the total amount of 
the collected money. Numbers were written on a small piece of paper and 
the papers were folded. The members picked one piece of paper, opens it 
185 
 
to see the number. The number determined the position of the order of 
receiving the total sum of the money. When Maria received the merry-go-
round money from her group, she spent it on schooling fees and food. In 
this way, the women’s group members met regularly to discuss issues 
affecting them and to contribute money, which they gave each other in turn 
to alleviate financial problems. The concept of ‘merry-go-round’ was to 
generate wealth or capital for small business start-ups. Maria played a role 
of record-keeping for her group with the help of more formally educated 
people. 
This practice illustrates solidarity among members of the women’s group 
(Mohanty 2003). Furthermore, Maria was responsible for the farm, 
employing a few men to weed and harvest. She negotiated the casual 
workers’ wages and made payments. This task was traditionally a key male 
role as it relates to finance. However, Maria had discussed this matter with 
her husband and in the absence of her husband, she carried out this task at 
home. Maria’s skills were gained through ‘doing’, through the process of 
needs-based learning which she was able to do at her own pace. Through 
this process Maria acquired knowledge, and she had gained agency in order 
to develop a strategy to improve her life (Maslak 2008). The participants 
of this study indicated that overall, they had a positive view of their 
experience in the women’s group activities.  
It may also necessitate further training in literacy and numeracy skills that 
could well be integrated into individual member’s community development 
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activities. The interviewed women in the village were subsistence farmers. 
Therefore, the women depended heavily upon farming and milking to 
maintain themselves and their children. Like in many other marginalised 
people living in remoter communities in Kenya, subsistence farming 
offered very little certainty because the size of the harvest is normally 
determined by many factors e.g. rainfall, timing etc. Most of the women 
interviewed stated that they gained support of other members of groups 
who were also trying to reduce a heavy workload of farming. The 
interviewed Maasai women were still largely excluded from decision-
making within the home and community, and were unrepresented in 
leadership roles. 
It is common to find women gathering at a local kiosk in the village 
discussing children and issues that concern women. It was evident that 
there was hope to create spaces for new conversations and new connections. 
In relation to Spivak’s notion of ‘space’ (1985), for individual women such 
as Mary, there was very little space available to negotiate with her 
alcoholic husband about issues at home, but she found her own space to 
raise her voice in the women’s group. Mary’s narrative indicated that she 
was well aware of the economic challenges confronting her family and of 
the extra work she needed to do to maintain her family’s well-being. 
As mentioned above, the groups are spaces for dialogue among women, 
focusing on collaborative learning and collective empowerment (Merriam 
et al. 2007; Papen 2003; Kabeer 1999). To create space for new 
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conversations and new connections, feminist postcolonial concerns brought 
to attention in Chapter 3 can be applied. How might this methodology 
specifically move away from a One Story of Africa toward multi-vocal 
narratives and a disruption of postcolonial power dynamics? Consider the 
assisting skills of child birth (TBA) in the village as favourable help that 
would be necessary in the traditional community, where some village 
women still give birth at home. Mary, Agnes and Luisa have obtained a 
TBA certificate from an unknown NGO and appeared to be happy with 
helping pregnant women with their deliveries in the village. This implies 
that they cooperate and help each other when in response to specific needs 
and are bound together in a lasting community relationship, reflecting a 
sense of solidarity and togetherness.  
The groups of women became a ‘space’ where village women interact with 
other women around family, community and social issues. They also share 
their cultural and political vision, concerns, and seek support for 
individual problems. The importance of the women’s group as a place of 
belonging exceeds the necessity of functional and material support for 
education, health, finance, agriculture, and security. Friedman’s (1992) 
and Spivak’s (1989) discussions of the power of exclusion and how it can 
produce agency, suggests that in order to confront the oppressive reality 
the women face, they have extended their resistance in their created spaces. 
However, the engagement does not go beyond the local and into public 
spaces by actively engaging with policy-makers, non-governmental 
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organizations, local and national governments to create awareness of the 
social issues faced by local women. 
Women’s groups have become a distinct space for village women to 
engender agency towards securing social justice and to reflect their socio-
cultural life. I would argue that, in this context, the women have been 
empowered through group networking and engagement with various 
activities. The women’s groups also sought to develop individual and 
collective capacities for critical analysis, to resist patriarchy, and to 
mobilize for change. The localised women’s groups are owned and 
controlled by women themselves, hence a participatory methodology was 
appropriately used. Development of capacity to claim financial and 
livelihood issues in individual situations and organise collectively to 
manage small scale projects is one successful example of collective 
empowerment (Allen 1998; Phillips 2015).  
Mary and Luisa mentioned that external NGOs as programme facilitators 
provided skills-development seminars for women’s group members, which 
contributed to TBA and cleanness of water. There is also a hint of 
collective empowerment in the village, where regular meetings were held 
to discuss problems and seek suggestions. Earning money gave some 
women some power in making family decisions. Nashiegu’s comment 
indicates that men are not sharing in the costs of care as much as they 
ought to, leaving women to bear the costs. In addition, women are 
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represented as efficient and responsible financial managers when compared 
with men, especially due to their primary caretaking role (Voola 2013). 
In contrast to the theme of women’s responsibility, what emerged from the 
responses in both contexts was the notion of men’s irresponsibility towards 
the costs of care often leading to ‘wasteful expenditure’ such as 
inappropriate consumption of alcohol. The theme of men wasting money on 
alcohol appears in the women’s narratives. Due to women’s limited access 
to finances as compared to men, it can be argued that women are 
constrained in their ability to spend on items beyond the necessities, such 
as alcohol. This could also mean that men enjoy the power provided by 
being in control of finances, which they can utilise in a manner suited to 
their individual needs and interest, rather than the needs of the family 
(Voola 2013). 
In the hierarchy of household needs, Mary, Maria, Namunyak, Nashiegu 
and Luisa explained that a man’s needs are addressed first, and those of the 
children. In this particular example, there is no space for women’s needs, 
highlighting the power balance in interpersonal relationships between men 
and women 
Some women did not relate any actions towards gender inequality. As 
Tamale (2006) emphasises, the form of activity should be linked to a 
political structure, if individuals seek to demand to have a more equitable 
and democratic society. In keeping with African ‘womanism’, the women 
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accommodated men’s self-pride and seeking to live harmoniously (Tamale 
2006). Togetherness in a communal society is a key aspect of African 
culture (Pradavanda 1989). However the women were aware of gender 
disparity through unequal workloads and men’s general expectations of 
women, yet they discuss a solution based on their capacity and attempt to 
create a better situation for women. This process reflects a form of praxis 
(Freire 1985), meaning people raise their own awareness of social issues 
and act to bring about a solution. The women were not ordered or 
persuaded by outsiders to plan and implement a development project; 
instead, it was cooperative and mutual learning to change their situation. 
The women expressed high expectations for education and utilised their 
money to educate their children. However, again, the women’s views can 
be overly optimistic as Puchner (2003) emphasised, socio-economic 
development cannot be guaranteed by providing only an education to 
people. 
 
While Mohanty (2003) and Haraway (1991) suggest that solidarity and 
togetherness among subordinated women can help them bring about 
positive changes in society, the women have rarely engaged in political 
initiatives to challenge gender inequality. However, while Mohanty (2003) 
and Haraway (1991) also raised the significance of solidarity and 
togetherness that marginalised women need to have in order to bring about 
a positive change in society, the women in this case rarely attended 
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political initiatives to challenge discrimination and prejudice. Their voices 
were heard and have an impact on implementation of their projects 
observable only within their created spaces.  
 
6.4.4 Key Theme 4: The Impact of Women’s Group Activities and 
Informal Learning/Literacy on Their Well-being 
When questioned about the significance change in their lives since joining 
a grassroots women’s group, the research participants spoke about 
attitudinal shift.  That is, a shift in how they viewed themselves, their 
abilities and their families’ well-being. Based on their narratives, it was 
evident that this was not a one off event but rather sustainable informal 
learning which was promoted as a result of participating in a women’s 
group. For instance, by reflecting on positive life changes since joining in 
women’s groups, Mary Maria, Nashiegu, and Agnes reported behavioural 
changes towards a healthy diet and hygiene and cleanliness to improve 
overall health, and the capacity to pay school fees.  Moreover, they had 
achieved improved housing conditions, such as iron roof sheeting and 
newly built kitchens.  
 
Tangible changes through the women’s group activities were also noticed 
by friends and family. Maria, Luisa also reflected on how their husbands 
and neighbours noticed the positive improvement after their participation 
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in the women’s groups. The new attitude towards community development 
activities and collaborative learning had made a difference to how the 
women perceived themselves. Mary was confident that she could assist 
many mothers in her village through her practices and experiences. Mary 
seems to value communal society and cooperation of her village 
(Pradervand 1989).  
Similar observations were made about new approaches and skills gained 
through learning. In the process of learning, the women raised their critical 
awareness of social issues and gender inequality and attempted to improve 
the situation through collaborative learning. They also gained 
empowerment via the process of learning literacy and informal learning. 
The village based literacy centre created a forum for the women. The 
women considered not only benefits to themselves and family but also to 
their relatives, friends and neighbours. They demonstrated collective 
action and solidarity to bring about a positive change at the pace of their 
choosing (Mohanty 2003).  
In the case of this study informal learning to strengthen capacity to manage 
to stay out of poverty was observed. The research participants in this study 
also got involved in village based microfinance or small business 
programmes. These village women create an opportunity to increase their 
income by building links among women and cooperating each other. This 
discussion is supported by Huiskamp & Hartmann-Mahmud (2007)’s study, 
in which social spending helped to secure gender-specific forms of 
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insurance and maintain solidarity within the society, in a manner 
consistent with social and religious norms concerning generosity and 
humanism. It could be said that women taking part in collective action 
have increased their control over equipment, or decision-making over some 
farm revenues, either systematically or significantly (Oxfam 2013).  
Kabeer (1999) observed that the process of empowerment is completed 
with an exercise of agency while acknowledging the importance of access 
to resources, including employment, and its impact on well-being. 
According to Kabeer (1999), a key aspect of women’s empowerment is 
whether one has power and ability to make choices. Rhoda and Teresa 
appear to be empowered as they have managed to independently implement 
a micro development project. Relating Kabeer’s (1999) point to the 
purpose of this study, the interviewed women also illustrated that they 
have the ability to act within their communities as agents of change for 
community development.  
Self-empowerment and poverty alleviation were highlighted in the research 
participants’ comments. Egbo (2000) looked at the personal impact of 
literacy on women and she suggested that it resulted in an increase in one’s 
self-esteem to bring about a better life. This was supported by the 
instructor’s comment on the impact of literacy on one’s well-being. 
However, Maddox (2005) reports that some marginalised women can be 
reluctant to demonstrate acquired literacy skills due to culturally restricted 
gender roles. This implies that a level of one’s self-confidence developed 
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in the process of learning, therefore the village women’s perspectives on 
literacy/learning and well-being were explored in interviews. As Knowles 
observed, adults learn and gain knowledge based on their needs and 
experiences while children learn mostly in a classroom setting. Adult 
informal learning is distinct from formal learning. Knowles (1973) clearly 
showed that adult learning is all about self-directed and problem-based 
learning, bringing in life experiences. Critical reflection on learning and 
outcomes are key aspects of adult informal learning. While formal learning 
takes place at institutions based on planned curriculum, adults learn 
spontaneously, leading to immediate solutions through practice and 
solidarity. This process of learning also recognises the production of 
knowledge. In the process of collaborative learning subordinated women 
raise their voice in a created space among women and by sharing each 
other’s issues and ways of solving the issues, women learn and act upon 
solutions together. The women have become subjects to the process of 
community development (Sen & Östlin 2011). They have owned and 
controlled small development projects within their capacity (Carmen 1996). 
The women gained the various opportunities for informal lifelong learning 
through women’s group activities. Their individual struggles to overcome 
oppression and marginalization are directly connected to development of 
agency and self-empowerment.  
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6.4.5 Key Theme 5: Future 
At the close of the interview, I asked participants about their future. Many 
women had survived with gender inequality and t was a proud moment not 
only sharing what they had learned but how they had gained control of 
their lives, thus creating a hopeful future for themselves.  
Nine of the interviewed women highlighted the importance of education 
for their children. Mary, Maria, and Rhoda showed particular concern 
about girls’ education in Narok and they stated that girls should be sent to 
school, not married while young.  In addition, Mary and Resson 
highlighted the impact of education on better farming and employment 
opportunities.  
 
6.5   Village Women’s Voices on Learning/Literacy and Well-being 
As the impact of informal literacy learning on community development was 
discussed in Chapter 3, village women’s perspectives on literacy and well-
being was a focus in the interview. Adult informal learning is distinct from 
formal learning and Knowles (1973) clearly showed that ‘andragogy’ is all 
about self-directed and problem-based learning, based on life experiences. 
Critical reflection on learning and outcomes are key aspects of adult 
informal learning. While formal learning takes place in institutions based 
on planned curriculum, adults learn spontaneously, leading to immediate 
solutions through practice and solidarity. This process of learning also 
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recognises the production of knowledge. In the process of collaborative 
learning subaltern women raise their voice in a space created among 
women and by sharing each other’s issues and ways of solving the issues, 
women learn and act upon solutions together.  
 
The interviewed women were eager to speak about their experiences to the 
researcher. Just as Spivak (1985, 1988) suggests that women have been 
silenced socio-culturally and politically for many years, the village women 
in this study have also been given less opportunity to raise their voice in 
public. However, the village women showed that they had created a space 
within women’ groups, from which they speak and raise their opinions on 
possible solutions to overcome domestic and community issues. It is 
certain that Maria, Nashiegu and Mary were powerful in raising their 
voices and acting upon bringing about changes through women’s groups. 
However, the village women occupy two different spheres in accordance to 
their gendered status. On the one hand, the women are powerful in own 
their projects through women’s groups by cooperating and learning 
together, on the other hand, the women seem comply to gendered 
stereotypes in a male dominated community. The women know strong 
resistance to patriarchy in public create complications, therefore, the 
women have their own way of solving problems within their capacity. The 
women understand the expected role in their male dominated community, 
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yet they look at their surroundings and analyse the issues by themselves 
(Narayan & Harding 2000).  
In the forum created by the self-help group through learning activities, 
village women raised their voice and became more active, getting involved 
in community development projects. The interviewed women actually 
moved into action and implemented a small-scale business and primary 
health care project. The participant in the process of gaining new 
knowledge and literacy skills built a collaborative relationship with others.  
 
The following section describes the process observation data. To explore 
the village women’s everyday lives, during the fieldwork, the researcher 
wrote a diary of her routine activities. Also the researcher took notes when 
she observed and experience gender and community issues in the village. 
The data is organised by key themes of activity that formed the basis of 
women’s distinctive informal learning and community development 
programmes.  
 
6.6 Process Observation 
The researcher documented the processes of events and incidents within 
the village that contributed to informal learning and literacy, and 
community development activities through women’s groups.  
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The first thing I took note of was the microfinance conducted within the 
women’s groups. While the interviewed women suggested had discussed 
the microfinance activity called merry-go-round during interviews, the 
researcher had another opportunity to participate in a microfinance-aimed 
group facilitated by a local NGO. All of the women in the group showed 
concerns about generating income to help their family and all of the groups 
had similar small microfinance projects. Further, the reproductive role that 
village women are expected to carry out was observed and the gendered 
ownership and management of resources in the village were explored. 
These areas provided insight into gender roles and inequality in the village. 
Some casual conversations contributed to the process observation data 
below. As a whole, this section of reporting on observations seeks to 
construct a complex picture of literacy practiced by village women in 
Narok County, Kenya. 
 
A Maasai woman possesses a variety of skills and competencies to improve 
the well-being of individuals and community members. A Maasai woman 
in Narok County plays significant roles in community development through 
collaborative informal learning and solidarity. The women understand risks 
to basic household security, and also seek to protect their own security 
from male dominance through women’s networks. Women use their own 
strategies of micro finance and managing male dominated resources 
management.  
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It was broadly observed that the village women acquire their own literacies 
to manage life skills that formal literacy/schooling does not offer in a 
timely way. Moreover, women have cultivated the capacities of life skills 
that are used in the process of acquiring their own literacies. Key themes 
that emerged as informal learning and literacies included: (1) micro finance, 
(2) basic household chores, (3) production and protection from male 
dominance, (4) resource management, and (5) conservation of culture. 
Other types of literacy such as health promotion, communication skills and 
long term development activities leading sustainable development were 
mentioned by women’s leaders and will be described in Chapter Seven. 
 
 
6.6.1 Theme 1: Microfinance 
To overcome the social exclusion of the poor, microfinance has been 
widely practiced, especially in developing countries. Microfinance is 
expected to create financial opportunities for vulnerable people. 
Microfinance is defined as “a credit methodology that employs effective 
collateral substitutes to deliver and recover short-term, working capital 
loans to micro entrepreneurs” (the Consultative Group to Assist the Poor 
2003). It includes the services of credit, savings, insurance, loans and so on. 
This model was applied in Narok County.  The group was established on 
March 12th, 2011 and had been registered to a domestic NGO located in 
Nairobi City. The registration fee for this NGO cost 1000 shillings. There 
were chairperson, vice chairperson, secretary and treasurer nominated 
200 
 
within the group. The group’s microfinance was for a joint liability lending 
and a group meeting took place for loan payments, savings and other 
contributions. The members were responsible for all expenses and 
opportunity costs. Each member had to buy a 150 shilling book of records 
to record their cash flow.   
 
 
While some village-based women’s groups had their own informal 
microfinance activity, formal microfinance as a women’s group by a 
process of observation is introduced below. This is because it was hard to 
get information on times and venues of meetings of informal women’s 
groups in the field, and the researcher was able to participate in meetings 
of this formally registered women’s group. The group meeting was planned 
on Saturdays fortnightly and the members of the group communicated via 
mobile phone to reconfirm a time and venue for the meeting. The meeting 
was held at the living room of one of the members’ houses. Inside the 
house was very hot. All the participants sat on chairs in a circle.   
 
 
One Saturday afternoon, a meeting of the women’s group was organised, 
consisting of 12 female and 3 male members. There were two teachers, one 
policeman, and others were businessmen and women. The members’ 
educational backgrounds varied from no schooling to higher education. All 
201 
 
of the members helped each other in reading and writing down the 
information, written in English on the passbook. Whenever one had a 
question on group management or microfinance, s/he raised a hand to ask. 
There was a local young man who was interested in joining the group. All 
the members had a discussion on the protocol to recruit new members and 
the members raised concerns about the young man on the basis of his 
reputation in the community. The members gave his/her opinion freely. A 
young male instructor with a secondary education background attended the 
group meeting. He was a programme coordinator of the NGO and 
monitored about 100 village-based microfinance groups in Narok County. 
He checked on the monthly performance of the group. The instructor wrote 
down the attendees’ names, and checked the ID cards of the members and 
he and the treasurer calculated the total amount of money and the balance. 
It took them about 30 minutes while others watched them. The instructor 
took 5000 shillings to the bank as savings. 
 
A member of the group could get a loan with one per cent interest for the 
duration of a 3-month repayment. Otherwise, if the loan is larger, the 
member would have to make the fixed monthly payment for a loan with 
10% interest. Depending on the amount of savings a member has made, a 
member can borrow a loan from the NGO. For instance, if a member has 
saved up to 500 shillings, the member is entitled to borrow a loan of 2500 
shillings. The members don’t check for what purpose a loan is used. 
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Basically, members have a high level of trust in each other and the 
members visit a borrower if s/he needs assistance for repayments. A 
monthly 2200 shillings merry-go-around amount was given to a woman 
after she beat one female and one male in a lottery.  Eventually, 
accumulated interests on savings become a bonus to the members.  
The village-based microfinance activity offered women a chance to help 
themselves in becoming ‘literate’ through collaborative informal learning. 
All of the members of the group helped each other to write down the sum 
of money, the date and other information.  A space to raise one’s opinion 
was also created so that every member was able to raise one’s voice freely 
and could discuss financial matters. The regular meetings of microfinance 
group contributed to the development of financial literacy for its members.  
The implications of this norm reconfiguration was that the village women 
who were hitherto confined to private spaces as ‘home makers’ with 
limited financial exposure, were now offered a new subject position, 
microfinance group members, which extended and expanded their 
interactions in public as well as in financial spaces. Nevertheless their role 
as primary carers remained unchanged. While women were directly 
accessing and ‘controlling’ the small finances, they were doing so from 
their position as primary carers to meeting carer needs. In other words, the 
design of the activity was not emancipatory for women. Therefore, the 
gendered need of household maintenance by women was met, but the norm 
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underpinning this need, i.e., the gender norm of women’s responsibility for 
the private sphere, remained intact. 
 
6.6.2  Theme 2: Women’s Household Chores 
 
Wangui (2003) observed that work for pastoral women and girls had been 
increasing due to drought and land tenure, resulting in the restriction of 
pastoral livelihoods systems.  Although caring for a family’s health needs, 
women also look after domestic animals. In addition to the production of 
household food, women also help men grow cash crops. 
Women are concerned about basic household security as they play a 
significant role in reproduction to maintain their household. The role 
includes childbearing, house work and caring for old and sick family 
members, comprising, generally, of the unpaid work of women at home 
(Moser 1993).  Hence, two cases of the detailed women’s and men’s daily 
activities are demonstrated below.  Many women have a large family due 
to the absence of effective family planning.  
Takayanagi (2008) observed that a Maasai woman managed all the 
housework by herself; preparation of meals, milking, fetching water and 
fire wood, washing clothes, taking care of her children. In addition to the 
housework, a Maasai woman cultivated vegetables with her husband. To 
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understand women’s reproductive role in their village, I observed and had 
casual conversations with women about their daily activities.  
 
6.6.2.1  Case 1: A Woman’s Activities from Monday to Friday  
Namelok is the first wife among three wives. Namelok has five children. 
Namelok wakes up at 5am, and prepares her children to send them to 
school. After the children have left for school, Namelok milks cows, cleans 
the house, washes utensils, and takes cows out for grazing. When children 
come home from school, Namelok feeds them lunch. After the children go 
back to school again, Namelok goes to fetch firewood and water. Namelok 
washes clothes. Before dinner, Namelok milks cows again. Namelok cooks 
dinner at 8pm. After all of her family members have dinner, Namelok 
washes utensils and washes the children. Namelok then goes to bed at 
10pm. 
Her husband’s Activities from Monday to Friday 
He wakes up at 5am, washes his face, and goes to town for socialising. He 
comes home in the evening. He has dinner and goes to bed. When he is not 
with his first wife, he is with his second or third wife. He does not look 
after livestock.   
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6.6.2.2 Case 2: A Woman’s Activities from Monday to Friday. 
Namunyak is the second wife, and has eight children. Namunyak wakes up 
at 6am and sweeps the house. Namunyak makes a fire to warm a little 
water for washing her face. Namunyak prepares tea for her family. 
Namunyak milks cows and boils milk. Namunyak wakes children up and all 
of them have tea. Namunyak assists her children to get ready for school by 
7am. Namunyak cooks lunch and has a morning meal and takes animals for 
grazing. Namunyak looks after cattle, goats and sheep. After school, when 
children stay at home, Namunyak goes home to do other house duties and 
children look after the cows. Otherwise, Namunyak stays until 5pm with 
the animals. Then Namunyak goes to collect firewood and fetches water 
from the dam. During her free-time, Namunyak makes beaded items until 
the animals have returned. Namunyak milks the cows again, cooks and has 
dinner. Namunyak washes her body and goes to bed at 9pm.  
 
Her husband’s activities from Monday to Friday 
He wakes up at 8am. After taking breakfast or early lunch, he leaves home. 
He goes socialising at the local market or visiting his friends. He comes 
home for dinner. When he arrives at the house late, he wakes the wife up, 
and he is always fed by his wife.  He generally goes to bed before his wife, 
perhaps around 8pm.  
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Based on case studies above, it is confirmed that women carry out 
demanding household tasks from dawn to dusk, yet reward this level of 
work is absent. One Maasai woman said there used to be a saying about 
women in the community; women never get ill. When a woman is pregnant, 
Namunyak does extra work of fetching water and fire-wood to save some 
for after the delivery. Neighbours and her female friends also help with 
household duties during and after a baby delivery. 
According to a Maasai female teacher, a Maasai woman has more duties 
compared with the past. Men used to graze cattle far away from home and 
women were left with the children. In the recent context, if there are 3 
wives, each wife is poor and each is responsible for taking care of her own 
children. A woman also looks after animals at home. If a woman employs a 
casual worker to look after the vegetable field and cattle, it will be another 
added responsibility on the top of her daily duties. The woman has a 
business role to play at home.  
Gender hierarchies within the family context may be played out as power, 
domination and control over women. This can create unequal social 
relations between men and women, and place women in a socially 
disadvantaged position. As a result unequal power relationships may affect 
the family through economic roles and challenges.  
A common pattern of a day for many women is to manage family 
responsibilities, and uphold the cultural and traditional norms of the 
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Maasai. It is well known that female gender roles frequently require 
women to be more responsible for a disproportionate amount of domestic 
and paid work, as well as balancing child care and housework (Chege 
&Sifuna 2006; Puchner 2003; Rao&Robinson-Pant 2006; Hodgson 2011; 
Voola 2013). However multiple roles could make women more vulnerable 
to gender issues. As a result, gender roles and statuses together with 
embedded power relations within the family may also influence the 
woman’s access to formal education and learning opportunities (Puchner 
2003; Rao&Robinson-Pant 2006; Hodgson 2011). Traditional gender roles 
increase vulnerability by stressing submissiveness and imposing a duty to 
take on the care of others (Voola 2013).  
Namelok and Namunyak had the increased responsibility for the stability 
of the family and retaining the care-giving role. The women in their 
primary role as carers were unable to fully participate in the labour market. 
On the other hand, men in the primary role as providers provided their 
families with little, with minimal to no conditions on their contribution to 
care work and household maintenance. 
 
6.6.3 Production and Protection from Male Dominance  
 
Both men and women play a productive role, which includes paid work and 
producing cash crops or livestock. Both men and women looked after 
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domestic animals and cultivated crops such as maize and potatoes. 
However, in almost all cases, the ownership of livestock resided with men. 
Women were engaged with agricultural work, especially, in producing food 
for their family. Many women expressed in casual conversations, the belief 
that women could not own livestock such as cows, sheep and goats. These 
animals are the husband’s property. Land including crop fields often also 
belonged to a man and he gave his wife permission to farm. In a typical 
Maasai family, a wife was also her husband’s property, the same as his 
children. This was evident when a husband called a wife Mutoto (the word 
for ‘child’ in Swahili). It also meant she was under the care and protection 
of her husband, with similar status as his child. 
I observed in the local Maasai market that mostly men traded animals. On 
the market day, men were busy. Some men took animals to the market on 
foot, some transport animals to the market by car. Other tribes or people 
from Nairobi came to the Maasai local market to purchase animals. 
Alongside of the animal market, women sold vegetables, fruits, sour milk, 
clothes, drinks and so on. I had casual conversations with two women who 
were trading cows in the market. They were widows. The women said that 
they had bought cows, goats and sheep, reared the animals and sold them 
in the animal market to make a profit. Their sons helped the women in 
transporting the animals between the market and their house. One of the 
women said that she bought a cow for around 14-15,000 shillings and was 
eager to sell it at a price of 18-20,000 shillings. This woman never went to 
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school, but she was able to calculate for trading. Her children had all been 
sent to school.  
 
Because a cow is the most important product in their society, men eat the 
tastiest part of its meat and women are given the leftovers. When a woman 
gives birth, she is provided with the red part of meat for post-natal 
recovery. Even meat consumption reflects gender issues and the male 
dominant cultural aspect of the Maasai. 
Women also make Maasai traditional beaded ornaments and crafts at home 
and sell them at the local market or shops in town. Women have the 
knowledge and skills to make complicated artistic bead ornaments. Selling 
vegetables and ornaments are the main source of their income, generating 
activity within an informal economy. While men trade in a bigger economy 
or the formal economic sector, women’s production seems to be regarded as 
less valuable.  
 
According to USAID’s (2010) gender analysis in East Africa, including 
Kenya, ownership of livestock and usage rights differ from region to a 
region. In some communities, men have entire exchange rights over the 
whole stock, yet they own only larger stock in some places.  
In addition, when the commercial value of women’s goods grows, control 
over the products shifts from women to men. This is also the case observed 
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in certain Massai communities in Kenya. Since women also looked after 
cattle at home, Maasai women managed milk production. Women could 
decide to sell milk products or exchange it as gifts to enhance social 
networks. However, to increase milk products for the market, control over 
the products from women to men has been changing slightly (Mitzlaff 
1994). Women could gain access to local markets on foot, but they 
required additional transport such as a bicycle or car to sell milk products 
in larger markets, which could be managed by men in Narok County. 
Maasai women milk cows and sell milk to other people such as teachers 
and shop keepers. It was possible to sell two to three bottles of milk (1 -
1.5 litres of milk) a day resulting in 40-60 shillings income. The income 
generated from milk was a Maasai woman’s pocket money. Because this 
income was very small, a husband did not control this income. Women in 
the village stated that their husbands were in charge of home finances. For 
example, when a family needs money for schools fees, a man can decide to 
sell an animal at the local market. Otherwise, a mother saves her pocket 
money from selling milk to pay school fees. Some women are involved in 
the cash economy. Women ensure their children’s schooling by protecting 
a small income from their male counterpart, usually their husband.   
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6.6.4  Resource Management 
 
During the 6 months period of fieldwork in the village in Narok, I had the 
opportunity to observe many women fetching water from water dams and 
ponds on daily basis. On local school visits, there were students drawing 
buckets full of water from a water tank. A water tank to collect rainwater 
was set up at some residences in the village and some women and children 
were taking water out of the tank. Due to being a drought-stricken area in 
2011, the issue of rainfall had appeared in everyday conversations. While I 
was staying in Naserian’s house in the village, I got involved in securement 
of water for my host family, as water was essential for the survival of 
people and domestic animals.  
 
 
6.6.4.1 Securing Water  
It was a woman’s primary role to fetch water from the water dam reservoir, 
from which animals also drank. A few houses had a 500-1500 litre water 
tanks to harvest rainwater, yet a traditional Maasai house is not 
constructed with a roof gutter. A water tank with a long plastic rain gutter 
cannot be placed next to a house. According to a few village women, when 
water tanks or dams are dried up due to a drought, women would look for 
water, after walking as far as 10 kilometres. For instance, a woman would 
leave home at 6 am and return home at 3 pm with 20 litres of water. This 
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task was physical hard labour and she was responsible for this duty every 
day.  
 
During my stay in the village, I encountered a water management issue 
controlled by men. In the compound where I stayed, there was a large 
concrete-made water tank owned by a local dispensary. All the families in 
the compound were entitled to have access to the water tank when they had 
inadequate water. However, the tap of the water tank was normally locked. 
Hence if a family needed water, they had to ask permission for the tap key, 
which was administered by a local elderly man. When I went to collect the 
key to unlock the water tank, he gave me the key with permission to fill 
four water containers of 20 litres. One of the neighbours suggested we take 
more water than the man ordered, as the number of my host family 
members was large at the time. Each water container was heavy, hence my 
host mother arranged a young man to carry the water containers to our 
house. When my host mother was drawing water from the tap into a water 
container to pass it to the young man, the elderly man suddenly appeared, 
shouting  “Give me the key, I told you, 40 litres!”, and then the key was 
snatched by the elderly man. Later it was found that a male friend of his 
was watching our water work and rang him up quickly to stop us from 
fetching water. Water had become a valuable commodity during a severe 
drought in the small compound. Women were primary users of the water, 
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but they were excluded from any power over water management. Women’s 
central role in water could have been recognised in the community.  
 
6.6.5 Conserving Culture 
 
To conserve the culture, women were also engaged with various 
community services and events. This was observed at funerals, wedding 
ceremonies and other events such as church services or school events and 
meetings.  
When there was an event in the community such as fund raising for school 
fees or a house opening ceremony at someone’s house, women gathered at 
a venue and prepared traditional foods of sweet milky tea, sour milk and 
roasted meat for guests. On the event day, women dressed up in full 
traditional garments. Women cooked food and cleaned up the venue at the 
end of each event. This work was conducted voluntarily. Men played a 
leadership role and they often contributed some cash to event organisers. 
Observations made during a church service are described below. In 
addition, I received an invitation to participate in two local school events 
in the village; one was to receive a British pastor at the school and the 
other was to celebrate the opening of the school dormitory. These two full 
day observations provided me with a chance to participate in the local 
events to see how gender roles were played out in community events. 
These incidences are illustrated in the discussion below.    
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For example, women were involved in school management. School 
management committees elected by parents were usually male. There were 
also a few female members. Yet, during a meeting, female members 
generally kept quiet. When there was a function at school such as a school 
dormitory opening ceremony or receiving a foreign visitor, the school 
management committee organised its programme with senior teachers. Men 
gave instructions and orders to females to conduct an event. Most of the 
time mothers, female teachers and senior girl students prepared food. 
Roasted meat was served for men first and a small piece of roasted meat 
was served to the women. As affirmed by Spear and Waller (1993), 
culturally, men are regarded as leaders and superior to women and hence 
they are provided with roasted meat before women. 
 
Secondly, when there was a function at the church, women cooked meals 
outside the church. Pastors and church leaders were also mostly men. Men 
stayed in the church service. A few men also appointed young women to 
duties of preparation of meals. When people finished the church service, 
all men lined up in front of the church entrance. As stated previously, 
women and children passed each man, greeting him with their heads by 
bowing. The man placed his hand on their heads. Women and children were 
regarded as possessing the same status. Although there were a few female 
church leaders, a young woman sometimes faced a communication issue 
with a senior Maasai man. When she raised her opinion on a certain issue 
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in front of elderly men, she would be told to be quiet. In this case, she 
asked her fellow younger men to discuss the issue with the older men.  For 
example, when the roof was to be repaired or there were functions at 
church, each man contributed 2,000 shillings. On the other hand, each 
woman contributed 1,000 shillings.  Church members discussed the amount 
of contribution and decided it in accordance with gender.  
Religion also plays a significant role in certain male and female 
relationships and plays a part in formulating gender codes and social 
norms. A gender-based hierarchy of Christianity has excluded women from 
church leadership roles and historically has placed women under men’s 
authority (Hall 1994). For many girls and women, religion is used as a way 
to reinforce certain rules and norms. This data shows that it is as an 
oppression of local women that has been supported through colonial 
institutions such as Christianity that has persisted as a patriarchal 
construct. The Christian influence of imposing a patriarchal authority 
through the church is evident, and it is a women’s secondary formal role in 
the church business. It is also an example of how the Church, via its 
missionary participation in the British colonisation of Kenya has assured 
women’s subaltern status in the postcolonial period.  
Gender is an important determinant of social inequality and influence on 
women’s status and situation. This raises important questions about gender 
disparities across power, roles and responsibilities in the community. As 
noted in the literature review, coupled with being emotionally and 
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financially dependent on their male counter parts this status may leave 
women extremely vulnerable and disadvantaged in terms of protecting 
themselves and seeking appropriate assistance. 
 
6.6.6   Productive Role of Women in the Village 
 
While women produce some crops and ornaments for generating income 
under the productive role, the task of house construction is emphasised as 
a theme in this section. Unlike many other country contexts, house 
construction is a women’s task in Maasai communities. This is because the 
work of house construction generally represents male’s responsibility to 
provide for a family in many countries (Moser 1993). However, this task 
has traditionally been conducted by Maasai women, and it should be noted 
as a featured task under the productive role of women. The traditional 
round Maasai house was designed for nomadic people as the house could 
be easily built and broken down with locally available resources during 
grazing trips. On my house visits here were two occasions to observe 
Maasai women constructing a house in the village. I watched one young 
woman who was drawing a plan for a house on the ground with sticks, and 
she explained to me about the collected house materials of wood, branches 
and mud. The young woman proudly showed the current house and 
described that she needed one more house for her extended family 
members. Her husband praised his wife’s competent work and looked 
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proud of her. According to her, building a house has been one of the 
women’s core tasks traditionally and women generally learn about house 
construction from their mothers. On another occasion, I had a chance to 
observe an elderly woman renovating her house. The elderly woman was 
changing wall-to-wall sticks inside the house. The elderly woman 
described how a traditional house renovation was very important work for 
Maasai women.   
 
6.6.6.1 House Construction  
Constructing a traditional Maasai house was also a wife’s responsibility. 
When a woman got married, she built a house for her husband. Women also 
helped each other to construct a house. Some women said that when they 
sensed a rain, they collected cow dung and smeared it on the roof to 
prevent damage from rain. A husband would wake a wife up at night when 
it started raining. She went up to the roof, applied cow dung and came 
back inside. She set fire to warm herself, changed shuka (Maasai clothes) 
and went back to sleep again. There are a few houses with an iron-sheet 
roof in the village. This modern house construction reduced women’s 
duties. One of the women said, “men are superior, so women do a small 
jobs, but small jobs are many and daily…”. 
Documentation of activities such as women’s role in house construction 
indicates the domesticity and feminisation of women’s work. Their 
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economic activity such as beadwork can also be seen as an extension of 
their family roles.  
 
The above observations show that women in the village work longer hours 
than men, being responsible for various tasks in and around the house. 
Some men graze cattle, goats, and sheep and they trade the livestock in the 
market. There are some men who share household chores with women, yet 
it was clearly observable that the community still expects women to take 
the primary responsibility for unpaid domestic tasks. While women are 
responsible for the household’s maintenance, major decisions are being 
made by the men of the house. Men are responsible for functions in the 
community, including rituals and protecting the community from other 
threats by tribes and animals, reflecting the highly patriarchal traditions of 
the Maasai. Moreover, because women play the productive role, in the case 
of natural disasters such as drought, their workload such as collecting 
water and firewood, increases. Also, women are expected to work even 
harder to preserve natural resources during pregnancy and baby rearing. 
Women rely less on male partners’ assistance or other basic services.  
Although women strictly follow the patriarchal community rules, they were 
observed expressing their opinions of resistance in songs and dances. My 
observations support Spear and Waller’s (1993) view that women also 
attempt to emphasize that they are counterparts of men.  
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From my observations, there was clear gender inequality and clear 
structures of patriarchy in the community, yet women played different 
roles simultaneously to prevent poverty. Men and women had different 
needs in accordance to their gender roles in the community. However, 
women’s voices were seldom presented in the decision making process in 
the community. Empowering women and the participation of women in the 
community and government policies are necessary to bring about more 
positive development.  
 
House construction is considered to be one of the hardest psychical jobs in 
village life, along with the collection of water and firewood. The exclusion 
of men from these roles also reflects men’s dominant social position in the 
Maasai lands (Hodgson 1999, 2011). While women played central roles in 
house management and caring for children, men were responsible for 
protecting their settlements and pasturing livestock (Hodgson 1999, 2011).  
 
The way of passing on knowledge and techniques of house construction 
from a mother to a daughter echoes with what Hodgson (1999, 2011) 
discussed as women being also part of the (re) production of masculinities. 
Maasai culture seems to dictate the leadership and domination of men in 
the village and men are considered superior to women in the village. By 
controlling men’s self-pride in the community, however, women in Kenya 
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make efforts to maintain life from daily food production for the long-term 
investment of the future for their children by paying school fees (Tamale 
2006). This can be seen as an example of African feminism (Womanism), 
where women aim to live harmoniously with men (Tamale 2006).  
Moreover, as Oyewumi (2001) noted, a woman in Africa is part of a 
communitarian affair including the care of men and the whole community, 
hence, she just accepts the task of building a house as one of her 
traditional core responsibilities.  
 
6.7 Conclusion 
This chapter has presented the sets of data derived from observations and 
interviews. Both data collection methods were necessary in order to gather 
the research participants’ views on informal learning/literacy and women’s 
group activities to improve their well-being. A combination of these 
methodologies gave the researcher access to more of the reality of living in 
the research site.  
For some participants there is a central belief that they are responsible for 
the stability of the family and having the care-giving role. With limited 
resources and access, the village women made efforts to maintain their 
families. However, the traditional role is so powerful that it affects the 
choices the women make. The key observation based on the data is that the 
village women have gained skills and knowledge through collaborative 
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informal learning and cooperation to prevent poverty. Also women become 
collectively empowered to challenge gender issues.  
 
The analysis above suggests that narrative of each woman’s experience of 
informal learning/literacy and community development was the most 
powerful tool for building my knowledge on how the Narok village women 
improved their well-being.  
Overall, the reflective comments by all village women indicated that 
despite being formally illiterate, interaction and cooperative informal 
learning with fellow women helped to alleviate fears of poverty and gender 
inequality and built their collective empowerment and self-reliance. The 
women enhanced their capacity to assess needs and solve issues. They also 
improved their problem solving and learning skills through observing and 
interacting with fellow women via the key sites for informal learning.  
 
In discussing aspects of women’s informal learning activities this chapter 
has reflected on the various meanings of literacy. The data from the process 
observation indicated that village women played significant roles of 
reproductive and productive in their village. The women were conscious of 
male dominant decision-making processes in which women’s opinions in 
the community were often silenced. Therefore, the women were keen to 
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ensure expected women’s roles in their society and maintain their families’ 
well-being.  
 
It is evident that women have many tasks on a daily basis, but clearly 
manage all of their responsibilities. In addition, in order to raise a 
household income, village women participated in small economic activity 
such as selling milk, and marketing traditional ornaments. Plus, when they 
need a certain amount of money, especially for school fees, they use a 
micro finance system in the group or organise a fund raising event in the 
community.  
The chapter has addressed the key research questions for this study 
including questions related to village women’s perceptions of the role of 
education in Narok; the nature of informal learning activities; the impact 
of women’s community development activities on improving their status 
and well-being in Narok, and the power structure played out in the 
decision making process. While development policy tends to be an 
“instrumental view of policy as rational problem solving” favouring 
literacy as an instrument (Robinson-Pant 2008, p.780), the chapter has 
demonstrated that there is an alternative to the top-down literacy and 
development approach, which is self-directed informal learning (Smith 
2001, Rogers 2004) or women’s solidarity (Mohanty 2003). Women 
practice literacy and numeracy skills in environments such as the market 
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and small-scale businesses. This can be counted as ‘everyday literacies’ 
(Gebre et al. 2009). Supporting Freire’s (1970) and Allen’s (2008) view, 
this chapter has demonstrated that village women go through empowerment 
in which women have become a change agent to make a positive change in 
their life.  
This study also clearly shows that non-literate village women generate 
knowledge and skills through solidarity and cooperative learning. As 
Tamale (2006), however, pointed out, their struggle to promote women’s 
rights is barely engaged with a political agenda. To achieve a more gender 
balanced society, they need to have a strong will and continuous movement 
in a harmonious way.  
 
While Udvardy’s (1998) study concluded that the needs of women’s groups 
in Kenya are based on material resources, information and income 
generation, women’s groups in Narok County also included peer 
cooperation and building networks among participants.  The interviewed 
women reported that collective power of local women was widely observed 
in the village. 
Reflecting on the women’s comments on resource and financial 
management, gender inequality or rather patriarchy was highly dominant in 
their community. Brydon and Chant (1989) noted that cultural constraints 
restricted women’s participation in development. This statement is still 
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observed in the above interviewed and observation data, which means the 
progress of gender development programmes had been slow and ineffective. 
Furthermore, this chapter revealed the concept of ‘being poor’ from a 
woman’s point of view. Supporting Saitoni and Bechiwith (1988)’s view, it 
was apparent that the more cattle a Maasai person has, the more influence 
the person has in one’s community. Cattle are central to Maasai food, 
power and wealth.  
 
The following chapter reports on significant voices and opinions on gender, 
education and development. The comments of women’s leaders and 
bureaucrats were relevant to my study to enhance my understandings of 
education and gender development, by comparing them with perceptions of 
the village women. 
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Chapter ７ .  Interview Analysis of Women’s Group 
Leaders and Bureaucrats 
 
7.1 Introduction 
As established in the previous chapter, the village women of Narok face 
complex resource and reproductive demands to ensure well-being. Their 
voices reveal many strategies and forms of resistance that have emerged 
from self-organised informal learning and literacy. In contrast, this chapter 
explores more formal education relationships with village life through the 
views of the women’s group leaders and bureaucrats.  
 
This chapter reports the views of women’s group leaders and bureaucrats 
(government officers) derived from interviews about women’s informal 
learning/literacy and community development. Through interviews with 
women’s group leaders, the chapter examines gender issues that they have 
observed in the village and how, as a leader in the community, they have 
tried to motivate fellow women and possibly challenge men to bring about 
a social change.  
 
This chapter also examines the notion of informal literacy/learning from 
the women’s group leaders and bureaucrats’ perspectives, outlining what 
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each of them undertakes to bring about positive changes in their 
community. The women’s group leaders’ voices highlighted the processes 
in which informal literacy learning strengthened knowledge production and 
critical awareness of fellow women. The data includes narratives of 
women’s group leaders, all of whom held leadership positions at the time 
of the interviews. Bureaucrats’ comments also reveal how they perceive 
and manage women’s literacy and development programmes to induce 
improvement in the daily lives of the local women. The data was gathered 
from women’s group leaders during their involvement in the women’s 
group meetings and/or specifically arranged interviews.  
 
In this chapter, first, I present the first level of data analysis through a 
presentation of women’s group leaders’ voices. Each participant’s 
narrative is organized according to the following three categories: 
1. Response to Self-introduction, education background and work role 
2. Response to women’s group activities and a leadership role to play   
3. Perceptions on the future of their community 
 
First, the chapter illustrates women’s group leaders’ involvement in 
women’s groups, which enhanced gender status and the well-being of their 
community. Various types of women’s group activities were evident. All of 
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the women reported the importance of girls’ education and women’s 
literacy through cooperative learning and solidarity. Second, the chapter 
shows two government officials who were involved in literacy and gender 
development programmes and one literacy class instructor. As will be 
noted in this chapter, the interview data demonstrated that all of the 
bureaucrats adhered to the conventional meaning of literacy, which was the 
standard Western definition of the ability to read and write. A form of 
literacy that is seen to contribute to and improves one’s income, health and 
the political process. 
 
7.2 Narratives of Women’s Group Leaders  
This section provides the space for listening to the voices of the women’s 
group leaders’ experiences in women’s group activities and to hear of the 
role they played in their groups through a narrative form of what the 
women leaders revealed in interviews. Like Chapter Six, through the 
individual narrative of each woman, I hope that their voices depict as their 
own distinct self and demonstrate their different qualities and experiences.  
In the following section there is an introduction to each research 
participant, highlighting her background and the activities she conducts in 
a women’s group. The first questions put to the participants were: How 
long have you been participating in a women’s group? What activities are 
conducted in your women’s group? What is your role in a women’s group? 
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It was also aimed at understanding the roles the women played in 
improving the well-being of their community. Lastly, women’s views on 
the future of Narok North District were also voiced in each narrative. 
 
Each narrative was drawn from field notes, and had come via a local 
interpreter who spoke English, Swahili and Maa. Each woman was free to 
speak in a language they were comfortable with to express their opinion to 
the researcher. While school teachers spoke to the researcher in English, 
other women spoke to the researcher in Swahili and/or Maa. Again, any 
information that might have enabled identification of the research 
participants such as the specific school or office names or the location of 
the church has been strictly eliminated. Three major themes that emerged 
from the narratives of the village women are explored later in the chapter. 
 
A postcolonial feminist perspective provides a lens to reveal how often 
invisible taken for granted processes structure life and educational 
opportunities and experiences. Also it allows recognition of women’s 
social positioning in the social structure and how it might be a great 
disadvantage to their formal learning and their ability to manage 
community development and other related issues. A postcolonial feminist 
perspective shifts the analysis beyond such structures to illuminate the 
lived experience of each of the research participants. In some instances, 
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cultural influences were viewed as being helpful or unhelpful depending on 
the participants’ group activities. The postcolonial perspective informed 
my exploration of how the village had been influenced by prior or recent 
colonial practices related to women’s educational attainment.  
 
7.2.1 Narrative 1: Joan’s Story  
I am 48 years old and am a school teacher. All of my four children are 
educated. I participate in four women’s groups. One of the groups is about 
TBA (Traditional Birth Attendance). I am a secretary and have been in the 
group for five years. Most members are illiterate. The group members were 
invited for a seminar by a local NGO at school and were trained for a 
week as TBA, assisting mothers’ delivery. Some women in the villages are 
hesitant to go to the hospital, or some of their houses are very far from the 
hospital. Each member of the women’s group is given a bottle of zinc, soap, 
threads, a cutting object, gloves, and table size sheets during the seminar. 
I once attended a child-birth on a public bus. The group members made 
some red ribbons to raise awareness on HIV-AIDS and sent them to people 
in the U.S.A. We were told to wait for the payment of the ribbons, but we 
have never received any payment. In another initiative, the group members 
were provided with sunflower seeds and beans to plant and harvest. For 
instance, with a 2kg packet of beans, each member had a harvest of 4-6 kg 
of beans and returned the original beans of 2 kg to the organisation. 
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However, I did not harvest any crops in 2011 due to a severe drought. The 
NGO also regularly organised seminars on cleanliness or health issues. 
There are 18 female members in the group. Members hold irregular 
meetings. I did not attend meetings for a while, yet I received updates of 
meetings from other members. I also joined another group for the 
promotion of girls’ education and the eradication of FGM. I have been a 
member of the group for 7 years and am a treasurer of the group. There 
are four male and 18 female members in the group. The group members 
visit schools to empower girls. We teach both boys and girls about harmful 
cultural practices such as FGM, early sexual activities, early pregnancy, 
and early marriages. The group also aims to create awareness of the 
effects of HIV-AIDS. The members also visit churches. I ask male members 
to discuss issues of girls’ education and FGM with men in the community. 
The negative aspects of FGM and early marriages are explained to women 
to promote girls’ education. When the group received funding from the 
National AIDS council, we travelled to the interior region to talk about 
HIV-AIDS. The group described the benefits of empowering women at 
churches and schools, showing female members as a role model for the 
impact of girls’ education. The group has worked closely with an 
international NGO, World Vision, previously, yet the NGO has 
disappeared from the region. I am well known in the community for 
rescuing girls, who had decided to run away from FGM. When a girl 
escapes from her own house to my place, I coordinate with other members 
to transfer the girl to the District Education Office or Children’s Office 
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for the girl’s safety. I would dress the girl in boy’s clothes and would 
travel with her to the district offices by bus in the very early morning so 
that no-one in the community would see them. I hope to develop a grant 
proposal to establish a post-secondary education programme for young 
people in the future. I expect that her fellow women in the community, 
especially those who are not educated, to change their attitude and to be 
self-reliant. I also hope that mothers can negotiate educational 
opportunities and early marriages with fathers, on behalf of their 
daughters. Moreover, I hope that fathers retain their daughters in school, 
and men do not marry off their daughters. I also hope that girls will be 
empowered to be able to say no to FGM, early sex and marriages. Girls 
can stand firm and run away to a teacher, a rescue centre, or the District 
Children’s Office. I also expect that people are united and work together 
for a better future and I also note an improvement in women’s 
empowerment and girls’ education.  
 
7.2.2 Narrative 2: Rose’s Story 
I am 56 years old and a mother of six children. I am a school teacher. All 
of my children are educated. I participate in three women’s groups and am 
a chairperson of one of the groups, which promotes girls’ education. The 
group has been in existence since 2001and registered with the division of 
Social Services at the local District Office. With members, I have 
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organised seminars at schools and churches to raise awareness of the 
issues of FGM and HIV-AIDS. Collaborating closely with Joan, I have also 
supported girls to escape from forced FGM practices that has resulted in 
them dropping out of school. By discussing and coordinating with the 
district offices, I assist Joan in moving rescued girls to the District Office 
safely. I focus on psychosocial support and empowerment of girls and 
women.  
The second group is a women’s self-help group aimed at improving the 
standard of living for women. I am the secretary of the group. The group 
has been in existence since 2009 and registered with the Division of Social 
Services at the local District Office. There are 33 women in the group. The 
group’s major activities are to plant trees in order to improve the 
environment, and also improve members’ livelihood, and providing 
households with a system for storage of rainwater. The members plant 
50,000 seeds in the forest to provide a nursery/young forest for local 
schools. Female members make bead ornaments and sell them in the 
market for income generation. I advise members to plant 25 fruit trees and 
another 25 ordinary trees at home. The fruit trees are essential to improve 
the nutrition of families. People know the needs in their community best, 
hence, they can work together to improve education, the economy and their 
livelihoods. About colonisation. village people have a distinct culture and 
dignity, but are colonised because they are illiterate, outsiders came and 
the village people saw the outsiders as good, and they adopted everything 
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from the outsiders. The outsiders left, and village people lost culture as a 
consequence. I hope and think economic empowerment is the only way for 
a woman to raise her status, as with this a woman begins to have a say. A 
woman sells vegetables at the market, buys food for her family, her 
husband notices that his wife contributes something for the home. 
 
7.2.3 Narrative 3: Ruth’s Story  
I am 47 years old and am a primary school teacher. I have a small grocery 
shop in the local market, and have hired a young man to assist me. I have 
been in a women’s group for five years and I am the secretary of the group. 
The group aims at improving women’s daily needs and economic situation. 
Women are updated with new information or technology constantly through 
the meetings. The group conducts a ‘merry-go-around’ micro finance 
activity (each member contributed a certain amount of money to be given 
to a member as members draw lots to decide the order of the receiving the 
merry-go-round money each time). Meeting twice a month, each member 
contributes a sum of 500 shillings for the ‘merry-go-around’ activity. On 
top of this money, each woman contributes 50 shillings for buying utensils 
for a member’s house. One of the members in turn receives this money to 
purchase utensils for her house. In addition, 50 shillings is also collected 
from each member to save in case of an emergency experienced by a group 
member. When there is a death in a member’s family, everyone contributes 
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200 shillings to organise a funeral. I expect that the women will become 
independent and learn not to depend on their husbands, or to beg from 
other people.  
 
7.2.4 Narrative 4: Sara’s Story 
I am around 55 years old. I have not gone to school. However, I have 
attended an adult literacy class for a few months. (At the time of the 
interview, Sara was engaged with building a new Maasai house for her 
family, whilst still carrying out all the household tasks.) I also look after 
the domestic animals. I make traditional Maasai ornaments to sell in the 
village. As some women do not know how to produce ornaments, they 
contract me to make special ornaments and accessories, especially for 
weddings.    
I have been the chairperson of a local church committee for 10 years. I 
organised a water project with a local NGO. The church women’s group 
collected 2000 shillings from each woman for the project, and the NGO 
contributed some funds to the project. A water tank was distributed to 
every family in the church to harvest rain water. When one of the female 
church members has a problem, or a woman gives birth, fellow women 
from the group fetch water and firewood for the woman. Fellow women 
purchase new clothes and utensils for new-born babies. Women of the 
church also contribute some money and milk for the mother. After worship 
235 
 
services, women remain to discuss issues at church. Women actively 
participate in church activities. I actively encourage village women to 
attend church. There are two types of meetings at church that I organise; 
(1) meetings of senior women to act as role models for young women by 
teaching them about social rules (2) meetings of young women to 
encourage them to love their husband and children, and to be hard 
working. People do not abuse other people and they become good people 
after attending church activities. I hope to have a peaceful community 
where all children are taken to school.  
 
7.2.5 Narrative 5: Teresa’s Story 
I am a pastor and farmer. I have never been to school. I have nine children. 
The first-born child completed secondary education, and I hope that the 
child will continue to higher education. I have a small business, making 
and selling Maasai ornaments in the market. I also go to Nairobi city to 
purchase animal fat, which I boil to produce oil at home, and sell by retail 
in the market. When I was young, my mother taught me how to make 
Maasai ornaments at home. It is a Maasai tradition for women to make 
ornaments. I also have a certificate in pastorship ministry. I went to 
pastorship lectures, which were conducted for two groups, one for those 
who were formally ‘literate’ and one for those who were formally 
‘illiterate’. ‘Illiterates’ were taught in their mother tongue. In my heart, I 
236 
 
could hear, catch what was taught, and follow the bible. A teacher 
explained about the bible in lectures, and participants discussed it. I 
caught the contents of lectures, and remembered them. As a pastor, I 
oversee the church participants’ behaviour, teaching the value of Christian 
life and working hard   at home. I advise church members to build a toilet 
at home within hygiene and cleanliness education. I also encourage the 
women’s group of the church to contribute 40 shillings every Friday to 
assist those who are less fortunate. I am keen for people to become more 
active in daily work. I am also concerned about the sustainability of my 
church, and I wish to educate church members to be able to play my role 
so that I can go to several other churches to supervise. I want God to 
empower women because they are very much behind in Narok. I feel that 
women should be at the front-line in the community, not lagging behind 
men. Adult education is beneficial for women, as I am able to write my 
name from attending adult education classes. However, at church, I rely on 
other church members to read and write.  
I organise women’s seminars on how to improve their houses, how to 
approach men and husbands, and advise about women’s rights. I also 
coordinate a women’s ministry whose members have become church 
pastors, and encourage them to teach fellow women in my community. 
Despite being a woman, people welcome me to church seminars and 
meetings because of my status as a pastor. I also teach men how to 
cooperate with women, and preach to men to encourage them to provide 
opportunities for women to manage various tasks in the community. 
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 7.3 Analysis and Discussions of the Women’s Group Leaders’ 
Narratives 
This section focuses on the findings and discussion of what women’s group 
leaders have experienced when implementing activities in an informal 
group.  
Through a hand-coding process, responding to the interview questions, two 
major themes emerged from the women leaders’ narratives; (1) Women’s 
group activities and informal learning; (2) the women’s perceptions 
towards the future.  
Their narratives highlight that gender is a factor that has affected them in 
many ways and that collective action against gender inequality and poverty 
alleviation was essential. It also is apparent that the women respect 
differences within their group (Crenshaw 1998).  
 
7.3.1 Key Theme 1: Women’s Group Activities and Informal Learning 
Joan, Rose, and Ruth obtained higher education (teacher training collage). 
Sara did not receive ‘formal education’, but had an experience in attending 
an adult literacy class for a few months. Teresa also did not go to ‘formal 
school’, yet, she received a certificate in pastorship by oral lectures and 
memorization of the contents of the bible. Joan, Rose and Ruth each had a 
formal job as a school teacher. Sara and Teresa were farmers and also had 
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small businesses selling Maasai traditional ornaments. It can be said that 
the beadwork aimed to help the grassroots women generate income by 
selling it in the market or village. The women view their families as the 
ones who most ensure maintenance of hegemonic womanhood for Maasai 
and as the space where tradition and cultural rituals are taught and 
enforced. 
Three out of five women reported that they participated in one group. Joan, 
however, participated in three women’s groups, and Rose was affiliated 
with three different women’s groups. While four women did not mention 
their groups’ formal registration, Rose stated that two of her three 
women’s groups were registered with the division of social services of the 
local district office. The size of membership ranged from 18 to 33 
members. The groups were comprised of women and men. They schedule 
and conduct their own meetings. The activities of the groups led by the 
women reflect both an adherence to colonial legacies of education but also 
a process of decolonisation and emancipation of women and girls. 
Processes that can be seen as decolonising and emancipatory include, 
informal microfinancing and the protection of young girls from traditional 
FGM.  
 
The interviewed women often mentioned their distinct methods of 
microfinance activity such as, merry-go-round, and public health related 
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activities including action related to TBA, HIV-AIDS, FGM and actions 
towards ensure access to clean drinking water. While Joan mentioned TBA 
as the group’s activity, other women described tree planting, small 
businesses, water supply and microfinancing as the purpose of the group 
activity.  
Joan and Rose described their involvement in promotion of girls’ education 
through a women’s group, in which they coordinate and collaborative in 
rescuing village girls who are to be married off or are to be forced to 
undergo the FGM practice. With Joan and Rose’s high level of motivation 
for the promotion of girls’ education and women’s empowerment, Joan and 
Rose had also been involved in outside school activities.  
In Joan’s second group for promoting girls’ education and the abolishment 
of FGM, the group partnered with another NGO to facilitate more effective 
programmes. As funded FGM programmes by the outside NGO, World 
Vision in Narok were withdrawn from the region, NGOs of developed 
countries try to control with their economic resources without proper 
consultation with grass-roots groups (Hulme and Edwards 1997; Seggar 
2006).  
By cooperating with government and non-government organisations for 
girls’ education, she played a role as a local resource person. Having a 
connection with government officers, Rose was an effective resource 
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person who could convey women’s needs to national development 
strategies (Mohanty 2003).  
Health and women’s issues have been the major concern for the women’s 
groups as, in their male-dominant society, men make decisions on the 
practice of FGM and arrangement for a marriage. Research demonstrates 
that mothers’ access to public health information and understanding health 
guidelines have an effect on children’s health (Nutbeam 2000, Levine et al. 
2012). Nutbeam (2000) and Levine et al. (2012) suggested that community 
based health education is crucial for village people to overcome structural 
barriers to health. Carmen (1996) also noted that for a   project to be 
effective, it had to be owned and controlled by group members. In this case, 
the members took control of the direction of their projects. Joan had 
opened a space for girls to raise their voices via the group and within its 
activities produced by the group (Spivak 1985). Joan was aware of the 
local communication mechanisms and hindrances imported by the local 
patriarchal system.  Hence, she asked her male peers to discuss harmful 
cultural practices with fathers and senior male leaders. She attempted to 
work harmoniously with all the members of the community (Tamale 2006). 
Based on the context and who she was speaking with, she applied different 
communication channels. Applying different communication channels, 
Joan was able to convey her message to her community members. 
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Second, being a secretary of the TBA group, Joan had established the sense 
of togetherness within the group (Mohanty 2003). Joan also recognised the 
importance of cooperation and solidarity, and had formed an effective 
communication mechanism that was constantly updated with the outcomes 
of group meetings. Joan reported that her illiterate colleagues were 
comfortable in discussing and exchanging ideas with her. This implied that 
a space for women to express themselves had been created in the group, a 
place from which to speak and be heard. As highlighted by Batliwala 
(2002), grassroots groups often feel that they are dominated and used by 
counterparts of developed countries. The story of Joan’s group activity 
making red ribbons for American citizens illustrates Batliwala’s point. 
Living in the postcolonial country, Kenya, it seems that women’s group 
members did not examine the red ribbon project organised by American 
people critically, which resulted in a failure of the project. This also 
highlights the power imbalance between the local women’s group and the 
external group in America.  
 
Third, Rose led two other women’s groups aimed at improving socio-
cultural opportunities through micro-finance and environmental 
programmes. Rose exercised her capacity of human agency, which, as 
noted by Alsop et al. (2006) and Kabeer (2000), one manages a 
development programme based on their creative knowledge. In doing this, 
Rose analysed issues from both inside and outside community perspectives. 
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Rose promoted the idea that income-generating activities would develop 
women’s capacity of self-reliance.  
Rose also understood and identified the fundamental factors of poverty and 
lack of power of women in the community. Rose recognised the value of 
low cost technologies, with which village women managed small-scale 
businesses with locally available resources such as beadworks 
(Schumacher 1974; Akube 2000). Rose was also aware of the significance 
of cooperation and solidarity that groups created for local women 
(Mohanty 2003; Oyewumi 2001). By learning and working together, 
women could conduct a sustainable development programme. Moreover, 
Rose acknowledged that local women could take initiative to manage 
community development programmes based on their needs, rather than 
being imposed upon by outsiders’ interventions. As Allen suggests (2008), 
a collective empowerment approach to running programmes had been 
adopted in the village context. 
Furthermore, Rose had effectively opened a space for village women to 
speak out about their views on community issues. Rose’s activity 
demonstrated how a space can be opened up in order for subaltern women 
to be heard (Spivak 1985). By learning and working together in a group, 
the women had developed confidence to manage income-generating 
activities. This was one of the aspects of adult learning highlighted by 
Knowles (1973) and Freire (1976), where adults can learn based on their 
needs and develop self-empowerment in seeking solutions. While Rose 
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acknowledges the positive side of Maasai culture of communalism and 
mutual cooperation, Rose was concerned about the negative influence of 
colonisation on the Maasai culture. 
 
Fourth, in case of Ruth, through the village women’s method of micro-
finance, the group had developed a high level of mutual trust to run a 
continuous micro-finance activity. Ruth also explained about how the 
merry-go-round activity was managed, which was also practiced by 
grassroots village women in Chapter Six. As the women of Ruth’s group 
spent the merry-go-round money on utensils, this indicates that women are 
a manager of their house and spend money on their families instead of 
their personal interest. Ruth encouraged fellow women to be independent 
through the micro-finance activity, and women identified the most urgent 
needs to spend money on (Consultative Group to Assist the Poor 2003). 
This small grassroots micro credit activity was managed and controlled by 
the local women and was observed effective and emancipating. The small 
micro credit programme empowered women to work collaborately 
(Malhotra et al. 2002; Phillips 2015). In this instance, micro-finance 
literacy had been acquired through informal learning. Orality was the 
dominant mode of exchange for new information and knowledge in the 
group (Knowles 1973). Meeting regularly, the women could discuss issues 
and gained access to new information. Women had their own space in the 
women’s group meetings to find solutions to overcome problems based on 
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their needs. Initiatives to improve the well-being of their families had been 
taken by the women. Women utilised local resources and knowledge to 
organise their activities, they did not have to rely on outside funding. The 
group produced a method of saving money for emergency cases and it has 
become meaningful for them (Goetz & Gupta 1996). As Ruth above 
highlighted, self-reliance among village women had been cultivated 
through cooperation and solidarity, which was in keeping her collective 
empowerment approach (Nyerere 1974; Maathai 2004; Allen 2008) for 
prevention from poverty (Carmen 1996; Huiskamp&Hartman-Mahmud 
2007). 
 
Fifth, Sara was well aware of the severe impact of droughts on village 
people, and exercised her capacity to manage the water tank project in 
cooperation with a local NGO. This counters conventional views that 
illiterate people had no capacity to organise and manage development 
projects, and negotiate outside expert assistance to implement projects for 
them. In Sara’s case, the project was organised by her and her colleagues. 
Carmen (1996) and Pradavanda (1989) strongly highlight the point that 
village people are critical players in evaluating urgent needs and have a 
capacity to implement development projects by themselves. Sara’s water 
tank project in collaboration with an NGO highlights an effective and 
cooperative partnership. Both the NGO and the church based group 
contributed to distributing a water tank to each member of the church. This 
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partnership between a local women’s group and an NGO was more 
effective than the partnership introduced by Joan’s narrative because 
perhaps it was to self-defining nature of the project.  
Sara facilitated collaborative informal learning among women to produce 
ideas to solve issues (Rogers 2004; Jeffs and Smith 2016). This implied 
that Sara recognised the importance of solidarity and togetherness among 
people. She placed importance on senior women’s life experiences, which 
reinforced Knowles’s (1973) views on processes of adult learning. In 
addition, Sara emphasised the perseverance of tradition and values to pass 
down to future generations (Omolewa 2007). Literacy that supports 
preservation of culture was discussed and promoted at the women’s 
meetings. Sara recognised the importance of learning from experiences, 
and actively supported the building of spaces for women to exchange their 
opinions and ideas (Spivak 1985).  
 
Sixth, Teresa recognised the importance of education and had attended a 
college to gain a degree in pastorship ministry by memorising the contents 
of the study programme. For her, illiteracy was a very small disadvantage 
that she could overcome in order to acquire new knowledge and the skills 
of pastorship through orality (Ong 1982; Foley 1997). The significance of 
orality was well recognised within religious higher education. This reflects 
Carmen’s perspective on orality, which is that, “literacy cannot fully 
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replace the pre-existing oral order” (1996, p.100). Teresa also facilitated 
women’s cooperative learning and solidarity in establishing self-help 
activities. This process demonstrated that in cases when people have an 
urgent need, they will take initiative to establish cooperative activities 
(Carmen 1996, Pradavanda 1989, Freire 1976, Daniels 2003; Maathai 
2004). Communality and mutual support are key for the women for poverty 
prevention. It can be interpreted as collective empowerment, which Teresa 
led other women (Young 1997; Allen 2008). The process of power through 
informal literacy and learning was reflected within the women’s group. 
Even though Teresa experienced interruptions from men in the community, 
she avoided conflict with men. Teresa accepted men’s pride, a position 
echoed by Oyewumi (2003)’s theories about creating a harmonious society. 
Teresa respects a positive aspect of Maasai culture such as traditional 
ornaments and crafts making. Also Teresa discussed women’s issues or 
their situation with men at church and encouraged men to be more 
accommodating to women. She used a dialogue to convey her messages 
towards village people. Teresa was well aware of the Maasai’s strong 
patriarchal system, which effectively meant that women’s voices were 
often ignored by men. Hence, she approached both men and women with 
different communication methods and tried to engage both men and women 
to bring about social change together. Here, men and women of her church 
worked together in accordance to their gendered roles and responsibilities 
(Oyewumi 2003). Cornwall (2000) identified the issue of men’s problem 
discourse, which shows men are always problematic in promotion of 
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gender equality, and observed that there is not enough dialogue between 
men and women. Teresa’s point echoes Cornwall (2000)’s view that 
emphasised a dialogue and understanding of different roles played by men 
and women within the church. In addition, Teresa applied role modelling 
as a method of empowering village men within the church with the aim of 
countering women’s subordinate position.   
 
On a separate occasion grassroots women’s groups led by Joan, Rose and 
Sara collaborated with local NGOs or District Offices to advocate for FGM 
abolishment, girls’ education and water resource issues. In each situation, 
the collaboration supported members’ views and respected their gender and 
social status within society, while it strengthened their networking and 
collaborative informal learning and empowerment. 
Similar to Chapter Six, the activities of women’s groups are directly 
structured by the immediate needs. Gender not only manifested as some 
part of women’s groups agendas, but also arose as a social issue to tackle. 
This was particularly clear when the women discussed their traditional 
practice of FGM, girls’ education and the heavy household tasks during 
and after pregnancy. Aspects of Maasai culture and patriarchy were visible 
in their narratives as they told stories of their group activities.  
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What was also significant was the autonomy that the women had attained. 
The leaders held that the women’s collaborative informal learning and 
action towards social change had empowered them to make decisions about 
their lives. However, Rose and Ruth reported that economic independence 
from men was also powerful and could empower a woman.  
It was observed that collective empowerment experienced by the women 
was supported by how the women shared their family and community 
issues among themselves and attempted to find solutions by themselves. 
This group activity encouraged community cohesion and cooperation 
among the participants. Again, collaborative informal learning appeared to 
be an effective strategy for promoting empowerment among the women,  
The leaders, especially, Joan, Rose and Teresa observed that patriarchy 
and cultural stereotypes as negative factors and Rose and Ruth agreed with 
the women that a lack of financial resources would disempower women. 
The leaders criticized the harmful practice of FGM, early marriages and 
the low level of literacy. They argued that some elements of Maasai 
tradition forced the women to remain under patriarchal domination.  
However, the information that the women acquired from the activities 
taught them to reduce or completely eliminate some of these hardships. 
Hence, the women’s group leaders emphasized skills and knowledge that 
allowed the women to participate in decision making processes.  
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The leaders seem to see themselves as active agents responsible for 
cultivating collective empowerment, mutual cooperation and cooperative 
learning with the grassroots women. They seem to overlook the active role 
that the women play in the process of empowerment. 
Women’s leaders’ responses imply that the leaders show some form of 
power that the village women do not have. The power can be derived from 
education levels, formal employment, wisdom or age. Since the women’s 
leaders already perceive empowerment as transference of power to the 
village women, it implies that they already possess power that enables 
them to empower the women. Thus, the leaders see themselves as having 
power-to empower the women (Allen 1998). In addition, as their 
empowerment seem to be corrective through working together for 
improving the standard of living, power-with also is observed in which 
each woman works together for her fulfilment and self-empowerment 
(Allen 1998). These narratives imply that if the women’s leaders do not 
have power-to, they would not be able to empower the grassroots women.  
The women’s leaders felt that they had opened a space, given the 
opportunity and taken collective action to empower themselves by 
advocating the abandonment of FGM, and promoting economic 
independence, girls education and gender equality. Therefore, it can be 
said that they acted as agents of positive social change. 
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The group members sought transformation and emancipation as women as 
well as in social class and status, but they did not take a hostile attitude to 
men, thus practicing an African Womanism approach (Ogunyemi 1985). 
They pursued emancipation by building networks with some NGOs or 
sisterhood to accomplish better conditions. In an acknowledgement of their 
subjectivity, the women cooperated with each other, respecting their 
multiple positions in society. Their actions contributed to arguments for 
intersectionality and postcolonial theory to promote women’s equality. 
Collective social actions holds promise for real social transformation 
within Narok in Kenya. From a perspective of the women’s leaders, they 
had power through collective social actions, spoke their opinion in public, 
and acted as women’s leaders in their community. Because of the women’s 
leaders’ support and collaborative informal learning, other group members 
could view the community and themselves in it differently. Group members 
seemed to understand that they were strong in their collective voices 
working towards change.  
Women’s group members together with their leaders had already 
demonstrated their agency by taking action in seeking a better life. 
Informal learning and activities through women’s groups strengthened 
their agency. Through conscientization members become aware of the 
complex social, economic, and political factors and took initiatives to 
solve community issues. All of the women learnt from and worked to 
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enhance agency, autonomy and self-esteem, building on a sense of 
empowerment. The women taught and learned from each other.  
The focus was not just on one’s empowerment and agency, but on their 
families and community. The narratives highlighted the focus on 
communality. For example, it was critical for women to be able to make 
decisions and strategic life choices for improving their families’ well-
being.  
A postcolonial feminist approach is useful in terms of analysing these 
findings about socially constructed gender power relations, where women 
are placed in a lower position than men within the household and Maasai 
community. This finding also highlighted the dynamic nature of power. A 
single individual can be both powerful and powerless in relation to 
different situations and relationships. 
 
7.3.2 Key Theme 2: Future 
At the close of the interview, I asked participants about their views about 
the future. Joan and Sara showed a concern about education in Narok. 
Joan’s concern about the youth in the community suggested was concerned 
about the issue of high unemployment rates of the youth in the community. 
Joan had observed the fundamental issue of poverty, where people have no 
job to earn income. This concern had been discussed by Carmen and 
Sobrado (2000) in relation to the need for employment to develop literacy 
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skills. Joan was able to anticipate future directions or educational issues 
for the young people in the community and attempted to establish a youth 
programme to assist their skills development. Sara stated that children are 
needed to be sent to school.   
Rose, Ruth and Teresa mentioned women’s empowerment and self-
independence so that empowered women could raise a voice to change 
their subordinated status in the community. As a church leader, Teresa 
foresaw the sustainability of her church. She expressed a desire to train 
other church members to take over her responsibilities within the church 
community. This can be understood as sustainable development where 
using her opportunity as a pastor, she attempted to open a space from 
which women could speak. 
 
7.4 The Impact of Women’s Group Activities on Well-being 
Women’s leaders such as chairperson, secretary and pastor demonstrated 
the positive impact of group activities on the livelihood of the group 
participants’ families and their community as follows:  
Many women have now changed from a traditional way of living to a 
modern one, for example, how to ensure a balanced diet after they 
have learned about it at a seminar. Most women are fighting for the 
rights of children. Some women go to the District Children’s Office 
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to say, “my husband is going to marry off my girl”. Women also 
send their girls to school. (Joan) 
FGM, girls go into hiding from FGM. Some say no to FGM. It will 
take time. By the time a girl is in secondary school, she is 
empowered, she can say no to even her father. Year 3 girls get 
circumcised, don’t know their rights. Four girls from my school 
were circumcised. I took some children to the World Vision FGM 
seminar last year. (Joan) 
 
Although a mother’s education is a crucial predictor of child’s nutritional 
status (Abuya et al. 2012; Levine et al. 2012), Joan’s comment implies that 
uneducated women are also concerned about their family’s health. They 
seek health information and some women apply new knowledge about a 
more healthy and nutritious diet for their family. After attending seminars, 
some women learnt about obstacles to girls’ education, which is the 
consequence of a mix of factors, FGM and early marriages. With 
knowledge gained from informal learning among women’s group activities, 
instead of fighting against a husband, a woman can make an informed 
decision and take strategic direction (Stromquist 2005). These strategies 
are evidence of women’s resistance to patriarchy (Mohanty 2003). Whilst 
Joan knows that it takes time to abolish the harmful cultural practice of 
FGM, she is aware of the impact of education on girls’ empowerment to 
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deny unfair decisions made by adults that affect them. Education can 
empower girls to make a decision for themselves (Freire 1970).  
Women are able to carry out their business from home to become 
traders, buy and sell shukas, beads, able to buy more beads, make 
more ornaments and sell. (Rose)  
Women have an improved livelihood and improve their children’s 
lives. Women have been informed through organizations. They can 
make decisions based on information, they learn ideas and share 
experiences. They help each other, people come together, and it is 
about sharing. (Rose) 
Yes, a lady can buy on her own things, furnish her own house. A 
lady is now waking up, being responsible, getting  respect from a 
husband, being enlightened, personal hygiene is improved so that a 
husband cannot run away [men use women’s hygiene as an excuse to 
run away]. (Ruth) 
 
Rose and Ruth highlighted women’s development as self-reliance, aided by 
conducting income generation activities. Micro-finance engaging in the 
cash economy have shown women can improve children’s livelihoods or 
have been through the process of economic independence to purchase 
necessary commodities. Female grassroots entrepreneurs seem to have 
lower education, less formal business training and little capital to conduct 
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business (Hermandez et al. 2012).  
However, by gaining knowledge from new information through informal 
learning and literacy, women can also analyse problems and make a 
decision by themselves. Women also work in solidarity, exchanging 
experiences and cooperating with each other.  
 
Women were not allowed to speak before, they are speaking their 
opinion at church now, and some men are listening to women, 
changing slowly. (Sara) 
In terms of speaking up in front of men, Sara indicated a slow change 
could be observed in public places. Women appeared to be able to open up 
a small space to give their opinion at church. The progress of development 
of women’s confidence and empowerment to be able to speak and voice 
their opinion is not a fast process, but it does demonstrate how gaining a 
voice that is heard and can bring about change within the space in which it 
is heard. Gaining confidence through speaking one’s opinion echoes with 
Freire’s view on literacy in which local people raise critical consciousness 
and start speaking their opinions (Freire 1970, 1973). If there is an 
“institutionally validated agency”, (in this case, it is church), the subaltern 
could speak in a public space (Spivak 2012).  
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7.5 The Concept of Literacy from a Women’s Group Leaders’ 
Perspective 
The notion of literacy was explored by asking women’s group leaders’ 
their opinion on literacy. While two research participants were a pastor and 
farmer, three research participants were school-teachers, and they 
described their experiences about dealing with formally ‘literate’ and 
‘illiterate’ parents at school. Also, the implications of formal ‘literacy’ 
during elections were mentioned. The impact of literacy on economic 
development in the community was also noted. First, according to Joan:  
Literacy is the one thing pulling our district down, hindering many 
things in the district. Primary and secondary schools, most teachers 
are from other districts. (Joan) 
 Literacy is to transform acquired/accumulated knowledge, 
experience to record (writing), leave the information with the next 
generation. It is about improving existing knowledge, skills. Basic 
writing/reading with skills is literacy, we don’t want to be left 
behind. (Rose) 
 
Illiteracy amongst women is very high, we encourage them to go to 
adult classes, but women’s time is tied up. Her own bank account, 
she can sign, she is encouraged, she can keep confidentiality. 
Illiteracy is hindering development of women. (Ruth) 
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Based on the views of the literate group leaders, illiteracy is an obstacle 
for progress within the district generally, as well as women’s development. 
Studies show that there is a link between literacy and privacy; literate 
women can have some privacy of information by, for example, signing 
bank account related documents by themselves (Zubair 2001, 2004; 
UNESCO 2006). Also the women’s group leaders noted the outcome of 
schooling or literacy education in producing teachers within the District. 
  
Joan and Rose indicated a clear difference in understanding of information 
between literate and illiterate individuals.  
 
Literate can be informed, can read news, can hear the radio, 
understand different languages. (Joan) 
Illiterate, you may interpret wrongly, they just take what was said, 
this is what a politician is doing, take advantages of illiterates.  
(Joan)  
[For] Illiterate, no secret ballots. A shuka, a kilo of sugar, they get 
things, but elect the other person who gave 3 shukas. They elect 
according to clans, tribe. (Joan)  
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There is a difference between literate and illiterates, literates grasp 
information easily, illiterates take time to understand, illiterates 
have to have secondary information (translated [information]). 
(Rose) 
 
These comments by the research participants highlight the disadvantages 
faced by illiterate people in gaining access to information, and the 
assistance required in translation of primary information. An issue of 
transparency in the political election process was also raised by the women. 
Literate people are likely to vote and are concerned about democratic 
values (Carron et al. 1989; Hannum and Buchmann 2003). Illiterate people 
(often women) have to rely on a literate election officer to vote at a polling 
station. This reflects a power relationship between literate people and 
illiterate peoples. It appears that illiterate people select a politician 
depending on the politician’s gifts. Even though many electoral campaigns 
by different parties or tribes are organised in the district, illiterate people 
seem to be conservative or defer to tribalism in electing a candidate from 
their tribe. It seems that some illiterate village women have not raised their 
awareness of political issues (Freire 1970).    
Furthermore, Rose commented on the importance of women’s learning. 
Women can go into a trade/business, keep records, budget for their 
home. Women are managers of home, to be literate is important 
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Women manage all of the house tasks at home, from raising children to 
other housework. Although men control most of the resources at home 
according to village women, women still manage resources to maintain 
their family. Even if a woman is illiterate, she can generate income by 
trading or organising a small-scale business to help her home budget.  
A poor person is an illiterate person. You cannot manage resources 
if you are not literate. (Joan) 
 
Here, Joan indicates the interrelationship between the poor/poverty and 
literacy. Even though village women are not literate in a formal education 
setting, again, through the method of informal learning and literacy by 
cooperating and helping each other, the women could create knowledge to 
control local resources by themselves (Carmen 1996). Some illiterate 
women have become empowered with skills to solve problems (Roger 
2004; Allen 2009). This reflects Spivak’s perspective on education, which 
is that “my desire is to produce problem solvers rather than solve 
problems” (2012, p.135). People need to acquire methods and skills to 
apply to addressing particular issues rather than simply memorising the 
solutions. Informal literacy and learning is powerful for illiterate village 
women to solve issues specially faced by women.   
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7.6 Opinions about the Women’s Situation in the Community and 
Overcoming Women’s Inequality  
As part of the research inquiry, women’s group leaders were approached 
by the researcher to ask their frank opinion on the way to bring about a 
change related to women’s inequality. The women responded:   
Very very difficult, and very hard. Men never accept [women], even 
myself, they see me as a woman, you are a great woman leader, they 
say. (Ruth) 
Culture dictates women. (Rose) 
In the Maasai community, women cannot say their true opinions 
before husbands. They are beaten by husbands, women fear 
husbands so much. Girls are nothing. I have two boys, so I am safe, 
otherwise, brothers of my [late] husband come to take everything 
from me. Girls are the property of men. We are governed by culture.  
Even it is there in the constitution, girls do not inherit anything.  
(Paula)  
Men don’t listen to us, women must be under men. (Naomi) 
Although there is a sense of oppression within these views, there is also an 
implicit understanding of how patriarchy functions as gendered power. 
This in itself demonstrates the potential for collective resistance to that 
oppression.  
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Four women expressed their thoughts on improving the situation of gender 
inequality, in the following: 
By women working hard to be seen their products, products will be 
seen by men, men see women can do something equal to men. (Ruth)  
I try to speak nicely, sweetly to Muze to change his opinion, 
tomorrow I talk to Muze again. (Teresa) 
If women want to refuse sex, humble themselves before husbands, 
talk to him in a polite language, because of this and this, I cannot 
do sex. (Naomi) 
Economic empowerment, this is the only way for a woman to raise 
their status, come to have a say. She sells vegetables at the market, 
buys food for her family, husband notices that wife carries 
something for home, a husband might say “do you need my help?” 
(Rose) 
Voices are political… There is no voice, they have their own way to 
find solutions. Women cannot be involved in the decision-making 
process of selling animals, it is a husband’s property, a wife looks 
after animals, and a husband sells. (Rose)  
Education is the only way to raise awareness and economic 
empowerment, she [a woman] is aware of issues around her. (Rose) 
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Although gender power relations are evident in everyday lives such as such 
as partnership with men, property ownership, socioeconomic factors, social 
support networks, and reproductive and productive roles, these statement 
demonstrate some strategic resistance to that powers.   
From an intersectionality perspective, women’s everyday experiences of 
class, race, and sexual orientation mutually interlinked each other 
(Crenshaw 1989). These interactions of oppression are complex and 
influence the well-being of the Maasai women in Narok. In social 
conditions of inequality, and particularly with poverty, obstacles can be 
created to induce social change.  
For example, tangible outcomes from women’s work may change men’s 
perceptions towards women’s capacity for managing and producing some 
resources (Tamale 2006). Ruth seems to recognise visible products are 
more effective for men to realise women’s skills than just discussing and 
exchanging ideals on solutions for social change.  
The women highlighted certain existing cultural characteristics and the 
reasons why women were afraid of discussing them with men. First, 
traditionally women are not allowed to confront men, and the polygamy 
system also interferes with women’s discussions with men. For instance, 
some women tend to believe that their husbands will not approach them or 
he will go to another wife if a couple has an argument at home. However, 
some wives attempted to have a ‘sweet-talk’ with their husbands when 
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there is an issue to discuss to have a wife’s opinion heard by a husband. 
Again, women seem to acknowledge the male-dominant decision-making 
process and they pay a lot of attention to culture and expectations towards 
ideal wives (Chege and Sifina 2006). Women would not set a discussion 
agenda on household matters on an equal basis within marriage; it seems 
that there is a very little dialogue between men and women. Moreover, 
women are concerned about men’s pride and put extra efforts into keeping a 
harmonious community (Tamale 2006). 
Rose confirmed that women in the village know their needs and issues. To 
overcome these issues as well as gender inequality, generating income 
through education and economic empowerment by women themselves is 
recognised as important. Rose also confirmed the male-dominant decision 
making processes and instead of having an argument between a couple, 
Rose believed a woman could find her own way to overcome an issue and 
could show her capacity to her husband demonstrating that a woman can 
become self-employed. This reflects, once again, an African Womanist 
response to culture (Ogunyemi 1985).  
Although these comments revealed that formal education could contribute 
to development of women’s capacity in income generation and overcoming 
gender inequality in the community, the overall analysis of the women 
leaders experience reflects a strong emphasis on the informal processes, 
networks and learning that are central to the groups.  
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7.7 Narratives of Government and NGO Officers  
This section demonstrates three government related officers managing 
education, literacy and gender development projects. Sankale, an instructor 
of a government-owned literacy class, was a farmer and had received a 
monthly allowance from the Kenya Adult Learners Association (KALA).  
The two officers, Moses and John had been employed by the Kenyan 
government to work at the District Office. While one male literacy 
instructor had completed secondary education, the other two officers had 
studied at higher education institutions. They supervised projects of girls’ 
education, aimed at improving women’s socio-economic status.  
Three narratives of the government and NGO officers are examined below 
to explore their understanding of literacy and gender programmes 
organised by the government, and their relationship to a postcolonial 
framework. The impact of these programmes on people’s well-being and 
women’s emancipation is also discussed.  
 
In the following section there is an introduction to each research 
participant, highlighting one’s background and the activities one conducts. 
The first questions put to the participants were: How long have you been 
working in your current position? What activities are conducted in your 
role? Lastly, they were asked for their views on the future of Narok North 
District. The responses are indicated in each narrative, which were drawn 
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from field notes. Each participant spoke with the researcher in English 
Again, the confidentiality of each participant is respected. Three major 
themes that emerged from the narratives of the officers are explained later 
in the chapter. 
 
Cultural influences were viewed as being positive and negative depending 
on the participants’ views towards women’s literacy and development. The 
postcolonial perspective informed my exploration of how the traditional 
Maasai factors had influenced women’s educational attainment and well-
being. 
All three officers emphasised the promotion of collaborative learning. In 
addition, they all had the role of supervision in community development 
activities such as micro-finance and small-scall businesses. While Sankale 
did not comment on his role in promoting women’s empowerment in his 
literacy class, Moses and John had a clear gender target in their 
development programmes. Sankale and Moses mentioned the significance 
of solidarity and togetherness of people to work towards bringing about 
better life development programmes, yet John did not clearly support this 
aspect in the interview.  Key themes emerged from these narratives are; (1) 
a responsible programme, (2) learning approach, (3) future.  
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7.7.1 Narrative 1: Literacy Centre Instructor, Sankale’s Story 
I am 34 years old, and have been teaching at a literacy centre for four 
years. I am a farmer, and also graze animals. I completed secondary 
education, yet due to financial issues, I could not pursue higher 
education. My approach is to write down the Swahili alphabet and 
words on a blackboard and explain the words to adult learners. I also 
elaborate the meaning of the words in Maa so that the participants can 
understand the meaning correctly. Income generating activities have 
also been organised by participants of the centre. The participants buy 
and sell potatoes, maize and clothes to make a small profit in the local 
market. The subject of a small-scale business is integrated into the 
literacy programme. How to establish and where to locate a small 
business, and how to identify a profitable commodity are topics 
discussed in the classroom. These learners should know all the 
fundamentals of a small-scale business in order to have a successful 
income generating activity. The literacy participants attract customers 
because of their business/trade communication in the market. Also, they 
sell clean products and talk to customers politely. In 2010, the literacy 
participants organised a group farming project. Each participant 
contributed 200 shillings to purchase seeds, to hire one acre and a 
tractor to dig furrows to sow seeds and eventually harvest. However, 
because of inadequate rains, this project was not successful. The 
project of traditional ornaments making was also planned, but has not 
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been implemented. The participants organised a self-help group with a 
chairperson, treasurer and secretary, two women were appointed in the 
chairperson and treasurer positions. I became the secretary to record 
discussion minutes. They discussed establishing a small business or 
farming, and calculated the cost of seeds and hiring fees of a tractor. 
KALA provided the literacy participants with small financial support to 
manage a small business. I give an award to hard-working learners 
every December to motivate their learning. During harvesting seasons 
or local markets days, high absenteeism is observed. I hope all to be 
educated in Narok.  
 
7.7.2 Narrative 2: Adult Education Programme Officer, Moses’s Story 
I am 50 year-old Maasai, having worked at an adult education office for 
almost 30 years. I believe that literacy programme participants acquire 
literacy and numeracy skills as well as income generating abilities through 
literacy programmes. Also the Maasai community should know the 
importance of education, and education can be achieved by establishing 
role models of educated women and girls. Government literacy centres 
have a class management committee with an instructor being an advisor or 
secretary. This also serves as a disciplinary committee to overview the 
organisation of learning resources. Although it is the government’s 
responsibility to provide teaching and learning materials to literacy 
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centres, due to the lack of finance, the government has not been able to 
fulfil the requirements. The government established the new adult 
continuing education policy in June 2010. Its curriculum is different from 
the on-going curriculum, and adult learners participate in the Kenya 
Certificate of Primary Education, for which students sit a national 
examination after completing an eight-year course of primary education. 
The subject of income generation activities is also part of the new literacy 
programme, organised by each literacy centre. They learn management of 
small-scale businesses to implement in their own house. When adult 
learners of literacy centres have completed the basic adult education 
programme of reading, writing, and numeracy, they take a proficiency test 
equivalent to the Year 4 exam of primary education. When they pass the 
exam, they will participate in a post literacy programme that involves 
eight subjects including agriculture, applied science and technology, basic 
English for adults, business education, civic social ethics, environment 
and health, Swahili and mathematics. Eventually, after being awarded with 
the KCPE, adult learners can join either vocational institutions or non-
formal secondary schools to achieve the Kenya Certificate of Secondary 
Education (KCSE). In 2010, there is one non-formal secondary school in 
Narok County, where adults can study the KCSE subjects at their 
convenience. It will take between two and three years for a leaner to reach 
the point of taking the KCSE examination. The school is located at a local 
church and has a classroom, an office and a computer room. Two teachers 
are paid for their full-time work. Three volunteer teachers also assist in 
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teaching. Each learner pays 1000 shillings per month and the school 
spends the collected money on teachers’ salaries and stationery. Thirty 
two learners between the ages 20 and 49 years old are enrolled in the 
school. Twenty out of thirty two learners are female. Some learners are 
class 8 leavers, some are married, some are business owners. (Later when 
the researcher visited the school, there were eight learners studying in the 
class). The learners are motivated to study to obtain a KCSE certificate to 
assist in seeking employment.      
Celebrating the international year of literacy in the County, a proficiency 
certificate for learners, trophies for best literacy centres and gifts for 
successful adult learners are offered. An excursion trip to visit the best 
literacy centre in the County is also arranged for the successful learners 
to sustain their motivation for learning. The impact of literacy on 
learners’ everyday lives is that the adult learners work collaboratively to 
improve their standard of living and they send their children to school. 
Some learners have also changed a traditional Maasai house to an iron-
sheets-roofed house.  
 
Women are managers at home, hence they should be supported in various 
ways. Eighty per cent of the county’s economy is produced by agriculture 
and women manage the farming. Therefore, women should be educated 
more about farming as well as conservation, environment and water issues. 
Moreover, women should be assisted in managing small-scale businesses. 
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Women are also responsible for raising healthy children. The policy of the 
government is to provide basic needs to communities by 2030, with a high 
priority on women’s and youth development programmes. I want to see 
literacy rates doubled specially women. We must educate mothers. We must 
go gradually, we shall eradicate poverty by literacy.  
 
 
7.7.3 Narrative 3: Gender and Social Development Officer, John’s 
Story 
I have been working as a gender equality officer for three years. I believe 
that the functional literacy approach is the best way for adult learners to 
gain literacy skills and that the demonstration of new skills and technology 
to adult learners can be effective. In particular, the government 
implements a women’s empowerment programme, which is the enterprise 
funds allocated for community-based women’s groups. First, a women’s 
group has to be registered with the Ministry of Gender and Social Services 
by paying a registration fee of 1000 shillings. A women’s group obtains an 
annual renewable certificate from the Ministry. The government partners 
with NGOs that train women’s groups in income-generating activities. A 
grant of 2000 shillings to establish these activities is provided to 
registered women’s groups. The government monitors implementation of 
projects of the women’s groups. There is a gender affirmative policy, and a 
training programme to develop the management capacity of women’s 
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groups. Such women’s development programmes results in women’s 
empowerment and involvement of women in social development and 
improvement of their standard of living. However, the term of gender is 
over emphasised. Gender aspects and assessments are everywhere. In my 
view, the term of gender is a manipulation rather than moving toward 
gender equality. To motivate programme participants, tokens of 
appreciation are awarded and a visit to observe model projects for 
women’s groups is arranged. Sometimes, women make a visit to female 
politicians to see a successful outcome of girls’ education.  
One impact of the gender programmes is that women get involved in socio-
economic development through small scale businesses, acquiring 
ownership of livestock and land, which leads to an increase in girls’ 
education. I assume that the average of marriage age for girls has been 
increased from the age of 12 to the age of 14, resulting in the relative 
reduction of early marriages (early marriages are still unacceptable in 
most society). It means girls retain a little more of their schooling. 
Cultural resistance to social changes needs to be overcome through 
community sensitisation to gender equality. Empowerment is a process, 
and it takes a long time to have cultural changes through sensitisation. 
Although gender equality has not been fully achieved, men punishing 
women at home or domestic violence has been decreased, compared with 
10 years before. I expect general empowerment of women will improve 
their life further.  
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7.8 Analysis and Discussions of the Government and NGO Officers’ 
Narratives 
This section focuses on the findings and discussion of what government 
and NGO officers have experienced when implementing activities of adult 
education and women’s development programmes. Through a hand-coding 
process, responding to the interview questions, three major themes 
emerged from the government and NGO officers’ narratives; (1) adult 
education activities; (2) activities to improve women’s well-being; (3) the 
officers’ perceptions towards the future. In a general sense, their narratives 
highlight the recognition that culture and tradition hinder girls and 
women’s education and that gender inequality affects women in various 
ways. 
 
7.8.1 Key Theme 1: Learning Activities 
The government and NGO officers demonstrated a strong view of the 
positive impact of literacy on one’s well-being but could see that literacy 
skills are linked with one’s everyday life.  While Sankale and Moses 
emphasised formal literacy learning conducted at organised literacy centres, 
John recognised the importance of everyday literacy and practical learning.   
The literacy centre instructor, Sankale applied a conventional method of 
literacy teaching in the classes, in which an instructor writes and explains 
words on a blackboard, and learners repeat and copy the words in their 
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notebook. Freire (1970, 1978) and Knowles (1973) emphasised the 
importance of practical learning, however, in his literacy centre, Sankale 
and adult learners were engaged in teacher-centred learning. This one 
aspect of the ‘banking concept of education’, in which teachers are 
perceived to know everything, hence teachers transfer and deposit 
knowledge to students (Freire 1970). Also, it appeared that a socio-
political dialogue about society and gender inequality was not part of class 
discussion. However, Sankale emphasised the importance of income 
generating activities within literacy learning, thus demonstrating the 
importance of the relationship between daily life and any form of learning. 
Sankale received a monthly allowance of 3000 shillings (about $33) from 
KALA. He sometimes continued teaching voluntarily when the allowance 
payment was delayed as the learners were from his community. Sankale 
demonstrated he understood that there was a significant impact from 
learning on women’s socio-economic situation linked to gaining literacy. 
Some women were able to write their names, or sign documents. Some 
women had established small businesses.  
Even though Moses indicated that he was confident about the new literacy 
programme aiming at a primary education certificate for adult learners, 
such a literacy curriculum, in which adult learners learn writing and 
reading skills through the teacher-centred way of classroom learning, had 
been rejected by Freire (1978). This is because “the banking type” of 
education, in which a teacher deposits/transforms knowledge into a learner, 
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minimises learners’ creative power and engagement in critical thinking 
(Freire 1970). A certificate-aimed alphabetical literacy is counter to 
Knowles’ view of fundamental aspects of adults’ needs based learning 
(Knowles, 1973). Although the new curriculum included life skills, the 
development of the act of knowing in which adults become critical about 
their culture and society and move towards positive action is questionable. 
However, Moses acknowledged that the government’s commitment to 
literacy was low. Hence, literacy centres were expected to manage leaning 
materials by themselves. 
As a government officer, Moses was committed to the implementation and 
promotion of the certificate based alphabetical literacy programme. Yet, 
Moses questioned adult education becoming “an act of depositing”, in 
which learners receive and memorise of the contents of the literacy course. 
In a sense, Moses agreed with Freire’s adult education approach and he 
suggested that the banking approach to adult literacy would not encourage 
learners to consider and analyse reality critically (Freire 1970). Moses 
shares of the view of Freire that literacy and learning have a vital role to 
play to create knowledge by sharing experiences and cooperating among 
illiterate village women (Freire 1970, p.257). 
John placed an emphasis on practical learning and acquiring literacy skills 
through other activities, not conventional alphabetical literacy. 
Observation, demonstration, and discussion aspects of adult learning were 
highlighted in his comments. John understood the process of adult learning 
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as gaining new skills and knowledge (Knowls 1973; Freire 1976) and 
promoting collaborative learning between women’s groups. 
 
 
7.8.2 Key Theme 2: Activities to Improve Women’s Well-being 
Sankale, Moses and John emphasised the significance of small scale 
businesses conducted by women through literacy centres and reported that 
acquiring literacy skills help women become empowered to be self-reliant. 
Sankale played the role of a facilitator to create discussions on small-scale 
businesses as the literacy class participants were mostly women from his 
community. By conducting an income generating activity, the literacy class 
participants discussed a development programme, and planned, and 
implemented the programme after a literacy class. The entire process of a 
programme was owned and controlled by the members of the class. This is 
consistent with the autonomous development approach recommended by 
Carmen (1996). Moreover, this is an example of Fals-Borda’s assertion 
that local people in developing countries have a capacity to organise and to 
produce knowledge based on their socio-cultural settings (1987). The 
literacy participants appeared to have a high level of trust on Sankale 
because he respected learners’ schedule and commitments at home.  
Moses highlighted the importance of education, and the positive linkage 
between literacy and the improvement of the standard of living in Narok 
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through income generating activities. This is the conventional course of 
functional literacy, the approach recommended by UNESCO a few decades 
ago (UNESCO-UNDP 1976).  
Moses also indicated the importance of solidarity generated by literacy 
learners and its impact on their family or community’s well-being. Instead 
of individual personal achievements, the greater focus is on collectively 
(Mohanty 2003; Pradavanda 1989). Women’s capacity in managing 
households and a variety of tasks are acknowledged such as productive and 
reproductive roles (FAO 2011; UNICEF 2003; UNWOMEN 2013). While 
Moses recognised that literacy was more than just writing and reading and 
it could contribute to women’s self-reliance and empowerment, he also 
acknowledged women’s roles in national economic development. Moses 
appeared to have a controversial opinion about the impact of literacy on 
women’s development and the new adult education policy. 
While there was cultural resistance to gender equality at certain levels of 
life in the district, a positive change in girls’ education had been observed. 
Hence, this could suggest the significance of continuous gender awareness 
raising programmes in Narok. Furthermore, empowerment was recognised 
as the process of improving women’s situation and was induced by cultural 
changes in the context albeit at a slow pace, because a sudden change 
would not bring results nor would outside interventions, as they might 
deteriorate people-centred empowerment programmes. Although John 
raised the issue of a slight reduction of the ages of marriages of girls from 
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12 to 14 years old, it should be noted that Kenyan law states that the legal 
marriage age is 18 years old (National Council for Law Reporting 2008, 
p.6). The government’s involvement in the elimination of early marriages 
is necessary. Thus, John’s conceptualisation of literacy was similar to 
Moser (1993) and Freire’s (1976) concepts of empowerment, in which 
women became active participants in programmes that had to be seen as a 
continuous process of self-development. However, there are two other 
issues related to gender equality movements were raised; first the degree 
of affirmative action within policy documents and the implementation that 
the term of ‘gender’ is over stressed, and second that the concept of gender 
itself is ambiguous possibly confusing practitioners within women’s 
development programmes. Confusion around the term of gender was raised 
by Verloo (2005), who suggested that the clear goal of gender equality in 
countries is often not stated in official documents, hence the term gender is 
not comprehended precisely. Because of this confused and ambiguous term 
of gender, implementation and securing of human rights for women in 
Africa has been an ongoing challenge (Scully 2011, p.19). Socio-historical 
perspectives have been neglected in the law as well (Scully 2011). Spivak 
states “Gender is not lived sexual difference. It is a sense of the collective 
social negotiation of sexual differences as the basis of action” (2012, 
P.431). Men and women are meant to discuss social roles and activities of 
everyday life. Although the government contracts NGOs for training 
courses for local women, it is not apparent how much women’s voices are 
reflected in the government’s needs assessments and planning of the 
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gender programmes. Although John had a positive view on reduced 
domestic violence, it is not a prevailing view from some organizations 
working for against gendered violence (Smith et al. 2003, OMCT 2009, 
Amnesty International 2011, COVAW 2012). According to Maisha e.v, a 
Non Governmental Organisation, one out of three women has experienced 
domestic violence compared with one out of ten men globally (Capital 
News October 5, 2013). Domestic violence no doubt is just a series in the 
Narok community, however the issue was not raised by most research 
participants in this study, therefore is outside of the scope of this 
discussion.  
 
7.8.3 Key Theme 3: Future 
I finished my interviews by asking about views of the future. All of the 
interviewed men mentioned the expectation of educational attainment by 
local people, especially girls and women as women’s educational level is 
lower than men. Moses was keen to promote women’s small scale 
businesses so that women become economically empowered and self-
independent. John recognised that women needed to be empowered but 
empowerment is a process and hence it will require time for women to be 
fully empowered. However there was no clear sense of what a gender equal 
future might be, reflective a contrast to the much clearer views of the 
future indicated by the women’s group leaders.  
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7.9 The Concept of Literacy from a Government Officers’ Perspective: 
How Do They See ‘literacy’?  
As discussed in the previous chapter devoted to women’s informal learning 
and literacy and empowerment, it is significant to explore the perceptions 
of government officers towards women’s education and literacy in Narok 
County. Through the interviews, government officers described their 
perceptions of literacy and its impact on women’s development.  
To know how to read and write, manage small businesses, literacy 
means knowing what you don’t know. (Sankale) 
People to be knowledgeable, interpret government policies, they 
know their rights, without literacy, they cannot know their rights. 
Each one has his/her own role, these roles, we must act 
accordingly. To see literacy rates doubled specially in women, we 
must educate mothers, now women’s literacy rate is 55%, it must 
grow gradually, we shall eradicate poverty by literacy. (Moses) 
Literacy means how to read and write, we read to access 
information. Adult women are leaders of a family unit. In order to 
improve their family, they should be equipped with skills and 
knowledge to get empowerment, even nutrition and hygiene. They 
may train children properly. It is important to read instructions of 
medicine. They help their families a lot. To change cultural 
practices like FGM after reading about FGM in a book. A family of 
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an educated woman is different from an uneducated woman; an 
educated woman’s family have a good standard of living. There are 
no early marriages in a literate family. Most of the children 
complete their education. Good guidance/counselling by a literate 
woman in a family. It will end male-domination. Through literacy, 
the millennium development goals will be met, empowering 
community; right decision-making will come through literacy. 
(James) 
Illiterate women, most of them just agree on decisions made by men. 
Women are to be married, and to raise up children. Women think 
they should follow decisions made by men. There is no resistance, 
and that is why there is no divorce. (Simaloi) 
 
On the one hand, literacy tends to be understood as the result of alphabet 
acquisition through literacy learning. On the other hand, the impact of 
literacy on people’s standard of living such as self-empowerment and 
poverty alleviation was highlighted in their comments. Egbo (2000) 
researched the personal impact of literacy on women and she suggested it 
resulted in an increase in one’s self-esteem to bring about a better life. 
This was mentioned by James and Simaloi regarding the impact of literacy 
on one’s well-being. However, Maddox (2005) reports that some 
marginalized women can be reluctant to demonstrate acquired literacy 
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skills due to culturally restricted gender roles. It implies that the level of 
one’s self-confidence developed in the process of learning is more 
significant than only an application of alphabetical literacy skills. In this 
sense, illiterate village women in Narok, who have opened up a space with 
the help of women’s group leaders, have improved a capacity to have their 
voices heard. Previous research on some women’s contributions to 
community development highlights how some literate females’ facilitative 
role in the Maasai women’s group empowers illiterate women to plan 
activities for promotion of girls’ education and the eradication of Female 
Genital Mutilation (FGM) (Takayanagi 2011). Furthermore, there is 
capacity within a small community for some women to challenge their lack 
of participation by developing their own sense of agency and contributing 
to development from within (Takayanagi 2011). Outside development 
workers and researchers should also consider the capacity and power, 
which illiterate people already have, and how they apply their informal 
literacy to improve their well-being. Besides, Fals-Borda (1987) asserts 
that local people in the Third World have a capacity to organise and to 
produce knowledge based on their socio-cultural settings and values to 
become critical learners who can enact social change. The voices of village 
women and women’s group leaders affirmed Fals-Borda’s (1987) and 
Takayanagi’s (2014) point that illiterate village women do build self-
reliance and confidence through informal literacy and learning facilitated 
by literate women’s colleagues. In facilitating the voice of women, 
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networks and cooperation have been built up to conduct more effective 
community development programmes.    
 
In the case of Kenya, based on these accounts of literacy, accelerating the 
literacy rate is expected through a new literacy curriculum. Through 
reading, people are expected to comprehend their rights, which the 
government does not have to explain to adults continuously and verbally. It 
is also highly anticipated that improving girls’ education results in their 
children’s education in future and their family’s health (Bown 1990a; 
Lavine et al. 2012; Robinson-Pant 2008; UNESCO 2014). Assumptions 
have been made that educated women can be involved in decision making 
processes. Simaloi’s comment demonstrates that formally ‘illiterate’ 
mothers have less opportunity to participate in household decision-making 
processes, hence ‘illiterate’ mothers are generally obedient to men. 
Otherwise, this echoes Quisumbing’s (2003) study conducted in Asia and 
Africa and Alemtsehay and Kerebih’s  (2014) research based in Ethiopia 
that showed that ‘literate’ women participate in the final decision within 
households. However, some village women demonstrated that they 
developed some form of managerial and financial literacy at home to 
manage their household.  
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7.10 Conclusion  
This chapter has addressed several of the key research questions in this 
study through the opinions of women’s group leaders and government 
officers; the notion of informal learning and empowerment; perceptions 
and activities related to informal literacy and learning; women’s activities 
impacting on the improvement of the status of women.  
 
The chapter has demonstrated that ‘subaltern’ (Spivak 1985) women are 
building collective empowerment and solidarities as a means of achieving 
their aims. The chapter has also examined some of the foundational 
literature on literacy, development and gender and concluded that the 
theories put forward by scholars such as Freire (1970, 1973), Spivak (1985) 
and Carmen (1996) provide a conceptual framework to discuss the 
processes of self-development in the women’s empowerment observed for 
this study. 
 
Overall, the interviewed women’s group leaders expressed the view that 
the low literacy levels hinder women’s empowerment and development. 
Women’ group leaders also commented that gender inequality is apparent 
in the decision making process in various situations. However, they are 
also aware of power and knowledge that village women have, to improve 
the well-being of their community. In addition, they also confirmed that 
the issue of illiteracy could be overcome by informal learning in which the 
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method of cooperative learning was applied to generate necessary skills. 
The data illustrated that the women’s group leaders play a facilitative role 
in inducing informal learning/literacy, and they also attempt to improve 
women’s low status in the community by providing knowledge and raising 
women’s economic activities.  
 
As regard to the negative cultural practices of early marriages and FGM, 
women’s group leaders are keen on eliminating these practices and 
promoting education for girls. However, all of these activities have been 
conducted under the method of adult learning (Knowles 1973), in which 
adults learn based on their needs and experiences. The comments of the 
women’s group leaders also confirmed that orality is a dominant form of 
passing on and information among village women. Overall, village-based 
women’s groups take initiatives and manage projects within their capacity 
and resources. This is the essential aspect of continued sustainable 
development and informal learning.  
While women’s leaders expressed the view that village women’s informal 
learning are the appropriate ways of improving their well-being, 
government officers are convinced of resolution of gender inequality and 
promotion of women’s empowerment in the community through mass 
literacy programmes. Again, in this case, the process and contents of the 
literacy programmes should be relevant to the local contexts. Making use 
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of existing local networks is more effective and efficient to the 
implementation of the national literacy and development programmes. The 
new certificate based literacy programmes seem to be inappropriate to their 
socio-cultural context where the adult learning method and orality are the 
dominant forms of learning. The traditionally accepted forms and practices 
of literacy learning were questioned. Women’s group leaders and 
government officers frequently mentioned the positive impact of literacy 
on health in the village. Therefore, health promotion training targeting 
local facilitators such as women’s leaders could be useful to disseminate 
health related information.  
 
The next and final chapter will provide insight into women’s voices on 
literacy and development and further discuss their process of learning and 
its effect on community development. It will also make 
suggestions/recommendations for people driven literacy programmes in 
Kenya.    
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Chapter 8. Conclusion 
8.1 Introduction 
The purpose of this study was to explore the notion of informal 
learning/literacy in the context of international development from the 
perspectives of village women in Narok County in Kenya and to examine 
how the village women developed strategies to resist traditional patriarchy 
for improving their well-being. As an applied study, the aim is that the 
accumulation of such knowledge will be made available and contribute to 
future strategic responses to women’s roles and self-determined needs 
where women live in specific, culturally distinct subaltern spaces within 
developing countries.  
Analyses and interpretations of the research findings have led to 
conclusions outlined in this chapter. Through a careful examination and 
reflection of the findings, recommendations for educators, international 
development practitioners, researchers who are interested in culturally 
relevant feminist literature are made, and finally implications for further 
research are suggested. The discussion that follows is grounded in 
conceptual and theoretical literature that analyses and reflects on culturally 
relevant literature and informal learning and literacy in the context of 
development.  
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In conjunction with theoretical aspects of informal learning/literacy and 
development, key ideas of conscientization promoted by Freire (1970) and 
women’s collective empowerment by (Young 1997; Allen 2008) were 
highlighted as possible practical and sustainable approaches in this context. 
Dialogic reflection and cooperative and informal learning were facilitated 
by women’s group leaders in exploring alternative approaches to 
development and new perspectives literacy. Clearly, informal learning and 
literacy applied by the village women was a powerful tool for sharing and 
creating knowledge.  
 
This research has demonstrated that the complexities and scope of literacy 
and development require village centred organisations to manage in order 
to combat social issues and protect and improve well-being of village 
people. The research has revealed that adult education and development 
programmes are significantly effective when implemented in cooperative 
learning through women’s solidarity. It has also shown that the need for 
African feminist thinking for supporting harmonious societies in strategies 
to overcome gender inequality in Kenya.  
 
This final chapter presents the key contributions that this research may 
make to the literature that brings together postcolonial feminist theory and 
women’s literacy and development. The chapter summarises major findings 
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from the research, including the contribution of women’s voices about 
their informal learning and literacy, and in improving their well-being. The 
chapter concludes with a discussion of the implications of these findings 
and offers suggestions/recommendations for more effective people-centred 
sustainable literacy and development programmes to Kenya. It then 
identifies the avenues for future research on women’s literacy and 
development in Kenya.  
 
8.2 Postcolonial feminist Analysis: The Significance of Women’s Voices 
 
To ensure a compatible lens for this research, postcolonial feminist theory 
was the key theoretical framework for informing the study. It was utilised 
as a framework and a methodology to ensure that women research 
participants’ voices were highly valued and clearly heard. This allowed an 
analysis of the relationship between the Maasai village women and nation, 
and their self-defined identities and the complexities of their gender in the 
Maasai culture. Postcolonial feminist theory has also provided an 
opportunity to examine how grassroots women’s informal networks 
function effectively to prevent and address poverty, in a space created by 
the women’s groups. Through an examination of the voices, insights and 
experiences of village women, women’s leaders and bureaucrats in informal 
learning/literacy, this research has built new knowledge about the 
definition of literacy and development with a consideration of culture and 
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values. Evidence for this was revealed through processes that can be seen 
as the personal growth of the women’s sense of agency and capacities to 
bring about a positive change through the process of empowerment, and the 
development of wider critical thinking for raising awareness on important 
social issues in Kenya. 
 
Supporting prior scholarship, this study found that postcolonial feminist 
theory is a significant framework for having people’s voices heard (Said 
1978; Bhabha 1994; Spivak 1985). The significance of postcolonial 
feminist theory’s application to this study was described in detail in 
Chapter Two. Said’s theorisation of Orientalism (1978) illuminated the 
colonial relationships between the West and East and how Europe had 
constructed images of non-Western (Oriental) countries. He also criticised 
how the West maintains power over the ‘Orient’. Following Said, Spivak 
(1988) argued that subaltern, subordinate and oppressed people, especially 
women, have been silenced by dominant groups, hence subalterns should be 
supported to establish a space to raise their voices and be heard. Spivak 
(1985) also noted that postcolonial cultural struggles observed in colonised 
states, and cultures, have been consistently marginalised by colonisers. 
Bhabha (1994) explains that postcoloniality is a constant cultural 
movement between coloniser and colonised, and moreover, colonised states 
experienced a greater cultural influence from colonisers. He argued that 
consequently there is no genuine homogeneous culture but rather a state of 
‘cultural hybridity’, thus transforming or hybridizing cultures (Bhabha 
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1994). Concerned about absence of the speech of feminist views in 
postcolonial theory, Spivak contributed significantly to postcolonial 
feminist theory by focusing on subaltern women’s voices, especially 
women in developing countries. The categorisation of all women from 
developing countries is, however, of concern as Gandhi points out: 
“representation of the average third world woman as ignorant, poor, 
uneducated, tradition-bound, domesticated, family-oriented, 
victimized, facilitates and privileges the self-representation of 
Western women as educated, modern, as having control over their 
own bodies and sexualities, and the freedom to make their own 
decisions” (1998, p.86).   
 
Supporting this view, Mohanty (1984) suggested that we should understand 
different experiences in struggles against subordination and domination 
among women of colour. From the previous discussion on African 
womanism, as was suggested by Ogunyemi (1985) and Tamale (2006), 
African womanism stresses that African women should seek to create a 
harmonious society, accommodating men’s self-pride and the root of 
African womanism is found in the ideology of communal community rather 
than individual (Tamale 2006; Wane 2008).   
 
Showing a similar feminists standpoint, narratives of village women, 
women leaders and government officials in Narok County, Kenya, were 
analysed in Chapter Six and Seven. This was a unique study that set out to 
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listen to village women’s experiences on literacy and its impact on their 
well-being in Narok. The women who participated in the study expressed 
interest in informal conversations about their learning and everyday life 
with the researcher. Almost all of them invited the researcher to their house 
for tea, and appeared excited about speaking of their opinions to the 
researcher. This research has demonstrated that despite obstacles for women 
to raising their voices in public, the research participants themselves 
provided an opportunity for the village women to speak about their lives 
and experiences on learning, thus opening up a space that contributed to 
building knowledge about informal learning and literacy, and its impact on 
their well-being.  
Literacy and development experts provided village people with technical 
and material resources, expertise on microfinance, small-scale businesses, 
gender issues and health. Village women were able to share certain 
resources and knowledge with their fellow women in order to sustain their 
community development activities. This research has demonstrated that a 
power imbalance lay in the decision-making processes between men and 
women. However, village women have managed to position themselves to 
continuously improve their families’ well-being.  
 
Representing the local people’s point of view, one of the women leaders, 
Rose, commented that “Voices are political….” Her statement reflected the 
position that it is difficult for women to have access to decision-making 
bodies and ensure their needs and opinions are taken into account. A 
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government related officer, Duncan, commented that “sensitization 
meetings for women and men for the rights of children and women” are 
required. He also stated, “Leaders are born, never made. Women are also 
born leaders. Women are corruption free, are seen to be loyal to a job and 
employers. Women are peaceful. It is time to listen to women, listening is 
part of tackling a problem.” Also, “men delegate to women and men taste 
women’s capacity”. Here, it is recognised that listening to women’s 
opinion is one of the fundamental strategies to create a gender equal 
society. 
 
The interview results also demonstrated how women made an effort in 
order to undertake community work for oppressed girls and women within 
their network and cooperation. Nyerere (1968) suggested that Africans 
were manipulated to believe that indigenous knowledge and values and the 
existing traditional organisational structure were inferior to imperial 
countries. However, by utilising the existing traditional sense of 
communality and togetherness, people took initiatives to improve girls’ 
and women’s well-being. Education barriers, lower socioeconomic status, 
cultural influence, and inadequate social support seem simultaneously to 
cause many women in the village to be more vulnerable.  
Gender influence is particularly relevant in the research of women of the 
Maasai because of the policies that may create partiality against women, 
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and the cultural conflict of gendered roles and expectations (Hodgson       
2004) that influences the women’s learning and community development 
activities to maintain their families’ well-being. 
As Maasai women, women leaders well understood which communication 
channels worked effectively, and how information and knowledge were 
passed down through the community. For instance, they did not challenge 
elders or parents to stop the FGM practice or early marriages immediately. 
Rather, they took time to explain the negative effects on parents and the 
advantage of girls’ education/learning to her family. While this study 
provided women an opportunity to speak about their actual views on 
development, the data also demonstrated that they had created a space for 
girls to have their voices heard.  By liberating and decolonising their 
minds, women leaders enabled access to marginalized girls’ opinions. As a 
Maasai female, a woman leader played the different roles of mediator, 
facilitator, counsellor and mentor to different audiences; girls, their 
parents, and assistance agencies. 
 
 
8.3 Postcolonial feminist Theory and Informal Learning and Literacy in 
the Context of International Development 
 
As Chapter Three of this thesis explained that little evidence of prior 
documentation of the viewpoints of women in strong traditional Maasai 
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communities in Kenya exists. Therefore, the study of informal 
learning/literacy and women’s empowerment through a postcolonial 
feminist framework in Kenya has contributed to knowledge of informal 
learning and literacy from both theoretical and practical perspectives. How 
informal learning and literacy work to empower women is not well 
understood in the context of the Maasai in Kenya and this study has shown 
that women’s voices on learning experiences could become a resource for 
more effective approaches to development and other poverty prevention 
measures. The findings of this study contribute to knowledge about literacy 
from the perspective of informal learning and this is particularly important 
for women in the developing world as most development theory and 
strategies assert only formal education processes as a means of attaining 
literacy and therefore economic power. 
 
 
The recognition of women’s empowerment processes has added to current 
scholarship by exploring women’s informal learning and literacy 
mechanisms and its impact on the general well-being of village 
ethnographic communities. Through presenting data that articulates the 
lived experiences of the village women, this research also highlights the 
gap between national development strategies that tend to be entirely formal 
education focused and the local implementation of people-centred 
autonomous development strategies and programmes. 
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Following on from the discussion of the theoretical background to informal 
learning and literacy in Chapter Three, it is concluded that the general 
failure of a functional literacy approach appears to be due to a clear top-
down model, including, in particular, pre-packaged and pre-printed primers, 
which do not take into account of people’s ability to take their own 
initiative in learning processes. Poor village people tend to lack money, 
food, and resources, however, according to the Italian dictum ‘Prima 
mangiale’, poor people first need to eat before they can see benefits in 
learning literacy (Carmen 2000). In contexts such as the Maasai villages in 
Narok, literacy teachers and organisers tend to be obsessed and sometimes 
blinded by the alphabet and letters, and fail to acknowledge that those who 
are learning to read and write are engaged in a daily struggle for food 
security. Carmen (2000) emphasises that the first priority should not be 
letters but food and sustainable standards of living. This perspective is 
borne out in this study, where the village women have developed literacy 
strategies primarily driven by the need to ensure basics such as food 
security but also capacity to improve their whole family’s standard of 
living.  
Some scholars have also examined how literacy is practised at different 
contexts of work, educational and religious institutions, houses, everyday 
life and what literacy means in these settings (Barton et al. 2000, Bartlett 
2008). In the case of the Narok research participants, the learning 
experiences of the women in the Maasai land are complex and the process 
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of literacy learning is often achieved based on their needs and at their self-
determined pace. The data presented in Chapter Six demonstrated how 
formally uneducated village women can become change agents through the 
process of empowerment and autonomously find solutions to community 
problems by informal learning/literacy that occurs in their collective 
efforts to form groups and support each other. 
 
8.4 Discussion and Implications of the Findings  
 
As stated above, this study aimed to explore, from a postcolonial feminist 
perspective, the role of informal learning and literacy as a key means for 
village women to prevent and move out of poverty. It found that a key 
process was how the women facilitated becoming change agents and 
empowered in their community through mutual support and critical 
consciousness building. The thesis has examined primary links between 
informal learning/literacy, human development and gender inequality in the 
Narok District in Kenya via local women’s and wider institutional 
perspectives. This study also explored how power structures played out in 
decision-making processes in Narok, particularly in relation to gender, 
given the highly patriarchal traditions of Maasai society. The six-month 
fieldwork research was carried out through an ethnographic approach of 
process observation and the use of qualitative narrative interviews. The key 
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research questions that drove this research are addressed in the following 
sections. 
Collectively the interviewed women were aware of the many challenges, 
including gender inequality they faced in their everyday lives. These 
challenges were identified as being deeply rooted in the larger context of 
colonization. Despite the challenges the women faced, through women’s 
group activities, the richness of their Maasai culture was also recognised, 
(for example producing traditional ornaments). By reclaiming their 
indigenous knowledge, traditions and values, the women seem to show their 
resistance to the effects of colonisation.   
 
 
8.5 Women’s Informal Learning/Literacy and its Impact on Improving 
their Well-being  
 
This study demonstrated that the village women have developed strategies 
that resulted in resisting gender inequality and the creation of cooperatives 
to help each other’s life improvement. It was observable that the women 
could raise their opinion and discuss issues in the community-based 
women’s groups, within the community spaces in churches and in literacy 
centres. The spaces where women raised their voices to be heard were 
created in cooperation with external agents such as the church, government 
programmes and community based organisations. The women took 
advantage of these spaces to communicate and learn from each other. Some 
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women created a space to exchange their opinions through their community 
based women’s informal groups. It was evident that the village women 
understood their own position and status in the village, hence they were 
opening up spaces from which to raise their voices within a self-determined 
capacity within their village. From a postcolonial feminist perspective, it is 
important to note that the women were not setting out to move out of their 
subaltern status or their traditional culture, rather to strengthen their sense 
of security within it. This does not suggest a lack of aspiration as they 
often imparted a sense of transformation onto their children and their 
futures by seeking to secure good nutrition and school education for them. 
In these contexts, the women gained skills and information to prevent their 
family and community from experiencing poverty. The women highlighted 
their means and ways of accessing new information, knowledge and skills 
through cooperation and self-learning. While they had been either educated 
or excluded from being educated in formal settings, and faced culturally 
entrenched difficulties in raising their voices, they had found a way to 
speak out freely, from a space that was self-determined.  
This is an important point because of the need to understand the different 
ways that some women in Kenya may conceptualize, describe, and report 
their learning experiences. Attention must be paid to other types of 
learning processes. This is critical to understand because it affects how we 
provide more culturally sensitive adult and continuing education 
programmes and also how we could ensure that the adult education services 
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are delivered with more accessibility and appropriateness which enables the 
women to better manage and cope with their life issues.  
Social inequalities that result from racism, sexism, and class relations 
influence the ways women experience development and affect how these 
problems are understood and treated by adult education programme officers 
in society. 
Consistent with a postcolonial feminist perspective and informal 
learning/literacy and one’s empowerment in the context of international 
development theory, there is a drive to understand the relationship between 
power, thought, and actual situations and an effort to uncover systemic 
societal practices that have marginalised people.  
However, instead of focusing on the possible negative consequences of a 
non-education background or experiences of gender discrimination, the 
village women presented positive views on their current learning processes 
and the impact this had on improving their lives in the future.  For example, 
cultural issues exerted both positive and negative influences that affect 
how women perceive and make choices in experiencing learning and 
community development activities. It was evident form this research that 
cultural beliefs can serve in positive and protective ways when women 
participate in women’s groups and traditional customs that bolster the 
women's support networks.  
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It was found that the government officials and staff of adult education 
programmes believed that a certificate-based literacy programme was a 
primary outcome of adult education. This meant that officers had less 
opportunity to conduct needs assessments for literacy programmes and to 
consider the views of adult learners. In addition, it appeared that the 
system of office-based (rather than grass roots) programme development 
minimised officers’ time and ability to listen to women’s views on 
women’s organisations and literacy centres in Kenya. The findings of this 
research affirmed that village women do not have to be changed; rather the 
findings pointed to a need for the ‘outsiders’ (development officers and 
education policy makers) to change their perceptions on delivering 
effective and sustainable development programmes.  
 
It is an unquestionable principal that we all need to have access to learning 
activities as a basic human right (UNESCO 2002, 2003). A person 
regardless of age or gender continues to learn in whatever place or 
opportunity is available. One of the major opportunities for learning that 
arises from field-based research studies, is that ways of learning differ 
vastly from people to people and culture to culture. The women 
represented in this research clearly demonstrate that their learning 
approach is different from formal literacy programmes, where expected 
learning outcomes with a teaching methodology are designed beforehand. 
Village women are often too busy to attend the scheduled adult literacy 
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classes conducted by an instructor to ‘study’ a set of adult literacy 
curriculum of Swahili, English, mathematics and small-scale business that 
is either offered or imposed by the Kenyan government. Therefore such 
strategies for development appear incompatible and unsustainable. 
 
As Freire (1970) states, literacy is about ‘reading the world’. The 
interviewed women appeared to read the world very clearly. They ‘read’ 
their environment, tradition, and the role they play in the community. 
Within conventional measures of literacy and poverty, the village women 
would be regarded as illiterate-uneducated poor women, strongly 
characteristic of the subaltern. However, in their world (community), the 
village women have wealth in the animals grazing at home, and are aware 
of their daily life issues. Based on needs, women seek knowledge/solutions 
and develop strategies to overcome problems and limitations. The women 
in this study recognised the importance of education and they sent their 
children to school. They are not in the modern-mass production oriented 
world, yet they maximise their life experience and knowledge to stay in 
their culture, improving their well-being little by little at their own pace. 
Utilising the Freire’s conscientization approach (1970), the women looked 
critically at and analysed their social situation in their cultural setting and 
found solutions, then acted to implement solutions. Village women 
continued this conscientization process at their own pace or speed within 
resources that they had. Through this process, women could become more 
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critical about their reality and continually raise their own critical 
awareness. This was a fundamental aspect of what literacy is supposed to 
offer. Albeit on a very local scale, the village women were also able to 
overcome socioeconomic, geographic, and generational boundaries in order 
to facilitate mutual learning.  
 
Perhaps, the Maasai women themselves did not create necessary knowledge 
itself, yet the women transformed knowledge and skills acquired from their 
fellow women into practice. The life skills gave the women more power in 
the existing social infrastructures. Moreover, the village women have now 
seen the positive change that has occurred through their actions. They 
recognised that education was a way for their children to improve the 
standard of living with possible employment in the future. However, an 
analysis of their actions suggests that women did not have a well-developed 
strategy for the next generation. It is arguable that young girls need to have 
both formal and informal education to have a sustainable life in the current 
age. While young Maasai girls acquired literacy and numeracy skills to 
access to certain types of information, they also needed to be rooted in 
their culture and tradition through informal learning and learn about the 
solidarity of their mothers as a form of culture. 
A conclusion that can be drawn from this finding is that educators should 
not expect that all the women in Narok have the same life experiences, in 
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fact, the village women could have entirely different lives at home, in the 
community and at their associated women’s groups. In reflecting on the 
interconnected influences of race, class, gender and other social relations, 
it has allowed the researcher to examine the complexities of how such 
influences may be played out simultaneously in the village women’s lives 
in Narok, Kenya. A postcolonial feminist perspective has illuminated the 
examination of the Maasai women's particular circumstances from a 
perspective of a larger social context and directed the researcher to 
recognise that structural inequalities and oppressive situations affect the 
Maasai women’s learning and community development experiences. 
 
8.6 Women’s Roles in Improving Well-being in their Community 
This research confirmed that the effects of cultural practices such as child 
brides, polygamy and FGM continued to widely affect women’s situations 
in the Maasai lands. Women still suffer from gender inequality resulting in 
various socio-economic and educational challenges. Moreover, the 
traditional patriarchal family system remains extremely strong and women 
tend to be excluded from the decision-making processes.  
While external NGOs seem to implement women’s needs based projects 
with the village women such as TBA training, red ribbon making, HIV-
AIDS seminars and child sponsorship, postcolonial impositions were 
widely reflected in their programme implementation. Therefore, it is 
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suggested that when the external NGOs terminate their programmes, there 
will be no local people prepared or trained to take over the programmes 
and manage to continue helping marginalised people. Consequently, 
although postcolonial feminists encourage reflexivity, recognition of 
differences and reciprocity, there such characteristics were not evident in 
the women’s narratives. Connections to material and professional assets 
with ownership of development programmes that community women do not 
have should be eventually transferred into local people. Ensuring constant 
dialogues between all participants in development programmes is 
important.  
 
While women play traditional roles in Maasai society as caregivers and 
homemakers, they are also active agents in the improvement of their family 
and community. Women exercise agency as capacity in needs assessment 
and implementing development programmes through cooperation and 
solidarity in the village, in order to improve their families economic and 
food security. This study affirmed that women have an important role in 
the eradication of poverty, and as agents towards social change and human 
development. Nationally, Kenya has focused on achieving a gender equal 
society (Government of the Republic of Kenya 2007), however, women 
have more profound needs for adequate help and appropriate support to 
become more self-reliant.  
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Therefore, solidarity, togetherness and cooperation are crucial components 
of effective development strategies. For village women’s solidarity, a 
focus on mutuality and connection among women is a basis for resistance 
to the male dominant Maasai society. Women’s networks clearly resist 
patriarchal dominance. As a number of the research participants 
highlighted, women or mothers are the managers of a household, hence 
they will always prioritise their family’s well-being. This is especially 
focused on having healthy and educated children. In doing so mothers 
constantly seek information and knowledge from other women and apply 
what they have acquired to their own family’s improvement. They are on 
the frontline for bringing about a positive change in their family and 
community, and are aware of critical needs and issues. Even if their 
husbands are not cooperative in maintaining a healthy family life, mothers 
have developed strategies to generate income to feed their family members. 
Informal learning/literacy created in informal women’s groups has framed 
capacity amongst the village women to ensure food security and children’s 
access to school.  
However, inherited colonial religion, Christianity still plays a vital role in 
maintaining traditional patriarchy in the community as many people now 
have been converted into Christianity and attend religious services on 
Sundays.  
As the women in this research have informed us, a wife would not quarrel 
or make an argument with her husband, yet, by resisting the incorporative 
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atmosphere or the male-centred household, she finds a solution. Creating 
self-defined spaces outside of the view of their husbands is also 
mechanism for how women resist patriarchy. This was evident in the 
women’s capacity to maintain their own small development projects, 
protecting them and their families from poverty. The research confirmed a 
specific African feminism in regard to gender relations, where women 
attempted to work harmoniously with the men in their communities and 
families (Tamale 2006). Overall, this research has demonstrated that 
successful networking and collaboration among women also contributed to 
breaking down barriers of illiteracy.  
 
8.7 Women in Narok: Changes in Agency through the Process of 
Empowerment 
A major aim in reporting the women’s stories was to illustrate both their 
struggles and their strengths. Feminists posit that analysis begins in 
everyday experiences and should be framed within a voice from their 
perspective. These perspectives are created through dialogue and multiple 
locations. Thus there is a commitment to listen and value the voices of all 
women (Mohanty 2003). Further, this study has revealed the intricate 
relationship of race, class, and gender and the significant impact that these 
factors have in the lives of the marginalised village women. In addition, 
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this study showed the contributions of the Maasai women to their own 
advancement and to the improvement of their village. 
 
It is a strong feminist view that not all women share the same experiences 
and struggles; postcolonial feminists theorise that historical positioning, 
racialization, class relations, or forces intersect at the same time within 
their experiences. The aim in feminist research is to expose these sources 
of oppression (Spivak 1985; Crenshaw 1989; Mohanty 2003). Further, it is 
important to not represent the women as ‘other’, as having been positioned 
through patriarchal beliefs as different from the mainstream or often 
looked upon as subordinate, with their experiences being dismissed or 
insignificant and thus reproducing and reinforcing positions of domination 
over uneducated women. Stereotyping discourses have regarded 
uneducated/illiterate women as being passive and without agency. 
Therefore this research sought to report their values, opinions, and positive 
qualities. The participants in this study spoke of what kept them strong and 
also what enabled them to cope with the diverse challenges and 
complexities of their circumstances. Being responsible for their families’ 
maintenance, collaborative learning, collective empowerment, and a sense 
of hope for the future was expressed as ways to promote positive well-
being. Despite having numerous difficulties and challenges many women 
described their resilience in adapting to their difficult circumstances. They 
took an initiative to cope with the stressful events and as a result 
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experienced emancipation and a stronger sense of control over their 
situation. Through informal support networks (in this case women’s 
groups) some women found meaningful resources and strategies to cope 
with family and social issues. Experiencing some difficulties, some women 
found that a new sense of agency was created and that they had more 
meaning and purpose in their life after having struggled with everyday 
circumstances and related gender issues. 
In some discourses about empowerment, Alsop et al. (2006) regarded one’s 
empowerment as an explanation of agency and Kabeer (1999) highlighted 
the significance of access to resources, including employment, and its 
impact on well-being in spite of socio-cultural restriction on women’s 
participation in households’ decision-making processes (World Bank 2012). 
The interviewed women showed collective empowerment in which the 
village women collaboratively worked in finding solutions to their family 
and social issues that transformed their lives effectively. Chapters Six and 
Seven in this thesis reported the ways that the women and leaders’ 
experiences through learning and group activities were intrinsically related 
to how these women viewed life itself and relations in their community and 
culture.  
This was an apt way of describing the village women’s experience. For 
instance, in the case of Maria, only familiar with alphabetical literacy from 
attending formal schooling for a few years, she learnt book-keeping, 
looking after the group members’ money. Furthermore, Maria was 
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responsible for farms, employing a few men to weed and harvest. She 
negotiated casual workers’ wages and made payments. This task was 
traditionally an exclusive male role as it dealt with finance. However, 
Maria discussed this matter with her husband and in the absence of her 
husband, she carried out this task at home. Another example was 
Nashiegu’s production management skills, with which, based on her fellow 
women’s advice, she rented and managed her own cultivation without her 
husband’s knowledge. As she strongly claimed in her interview, she had 
become self-reliant in supplying food for her family. She also knew she 
should reserve some maize in case of a drought, not waiting for outsider 
aid to provide empowerment or agricultural training programmes. Instead 
of being imposed upon by outsiders, she identified a problem and improved 
well-being by herself. Dependency on men, or a traditional strong 
patriarchy, had become manageable for the village women to some extent. 
Both Maria and Nashiegu had been in a disadvantaged situation in terms of 
access to ‘literacy’, however, they found their own ways of overcoming 
this difficulty. They had an organic sense where to access knowledge, 
advice or skills in their community.  
As Freire (1970) claimed, people need to become aware of social and 
political injustice though the continuous process of critical thinking and 
acting upon solving community problems. The village women seemed to be 
engaged in this process. For Freire (1970), literacy ought to encourage 
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learners to be critical thinkers, and it should be part of problem solving 
education.  
 
Secondly, the interviewed women all raised the issues of water, food, 
health and education. Because women themselves identified issues and 
needs in their community, they organise small-scale development projects 
without being manipulated or guided by external organisations. The village 
women wielded a strong sense of agency in their shared and individual 
determination. Women had power (more than “being empowered”) in 
maintaining family and community work.  
The data from this study confirmed that the motivation for the village 
women helping themselves and the community came from village women 
as well as women’s leaders’ own internal values. It was an ordinal process 
for them to act upon solutions to tackle community issues, such as water 
and food that are indispensable human needs to survive. Since their 
childhood, they had observed that cooperation between people is a very 
important aspect of human life. As mentioned previously, Carmen (1996) 
argued that interviewed women in Narok are a model of a human agency in 
the community; they act to solve problems autonomously. It is important to 
recognise this knowledge and the implications it has for adult education 
officers and how adult education programmes are offered to village women 
in Kenya. 
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8.8 Recommendations to the Government, Aid Agencies, NGOs and 
Future Researchers  
 
The central research inquiry in this study sought to examine notions of 
literacy and development from the village women’s perspectives seeking 
knowledge that could possibly shape the nature of future external 
development agencies’ aid policies. Taking into account local people’s 
views, and having a government’s stated commitment to promote equal 
representation for women from national and local levels are crucial 
mechanisms in a struggle for gender equality. Raising male awareness 
about women’s participation is also important. Data from this study showed 
that resistance to women’s public involvement means that even when 
women do gain access to local participatory bodies, they may feel 
uncomfortable speaking their opinions or may even be prevented from 
doing so. As Kenya 2030 declares, the centrality of gender in the nation 
building of Kenya is indispensable (Government of the Republic of Kenya 
2007, p.5).    
 
A consideration of how broader determinants of one’s well-being such as 
gender inequality, poverty, economic status, and discrimination may affect 
individual lives is necessary is seeking social change. Only through 
listening to the women's voices, we can deepen our understanding about 
the ways in which social determinants affect women’s and their families’ 
well-being. By listening to their actual stories, we can understand their 
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thoughts and views in the context of their lives rather than regarding them 
as uneducated or illiterate. 
It is important to understand the factors that cause women to feel 
powerless, dependent, isolated, and other multiple forms of oppression. A 
shift is required away from understanding culture as a social characteristic 
of the Maasai women to one that recognises culture as a dynamic process, 
that is important to the everyday situation of the Maasai village women. 
Understanding the ways culture can shape the women's responses to their 
families’ well-being will help education and development practitioners 
implement their programmes in more relevant and effective ways to the 
Maasai women. Women’s contributions can no longer be ignored, but 
instead should serve as a valued insight for change and for the 
democratisation of education. Researchers in education, particularly in 
adult education and women’s studies, and international development 
scholars need to listen to the voices of women in subordinated situations. 
Researchers need to listen to as well as take action to conduct field-based 
research, document their findings, and challenge those responsible for the 
education of adult learners to be more accountable in order to induce 
positive changes. While listening to the voices of the marginalised, they 
should offer constructive suggestions that would benefit and empower 
marginalised people.  
 
According to Narayan and Harding (2000), governments seem to be in 
confusion or contradiction about how they place ‘women’ in a male-
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dominant society. This statement is evident in the government officers’ use 
of the terms gender and women that were used interchangeably without 
adequate explanation. Without training in implementing women centred 
gender and development programmes, government officers cannot be 
expected to organise coherent and effective gender programmes. Also, non-
hierarchical management skills associated with teamwork and networking 
are necessary for government officials (Mohanty 2003, p.247). There is 
clear evidence that informal women’s groups function effectively under a 
postcolonial feminist framework. The village women know how to manage 
and control women’s group activities at their own pace. It is these 
apparently simple procedures that should be recognised as informal 
learning and literacy and women’s empowerment in the context of local 
development. 
 
The Kenyan government’s shift in the adult literacy programme will create 
a distance from actual village women’s needs and their existing practices 
of learning. In implementing the new, nation-wide literacy programme, the 
government is also concerned about how to mobilise resources to reach 
remote areas (Kenya National Bureau of Statistics 2010). However, as 
these women’s experiences were highlighted in the above discussion, to 
create their own knowledge or learning activity in their cultural context, 
they do not demand huge resources. Village women can manage their 
informal literacy learning by themselves. They require a particular skill 
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and knowledge at a specific time in their space to improve their everyday 
life. They are aware of gender disparity and/or disadvantage of being 
‘illiterate’, yet they create their own strategies to tackle these issues. 
 
The informal learning/literacy, that the village women engage is based on 
every day life, their needs and their space, and it conflicts with what the 
formal adult literacy programme will offer to literacy learners. It would be 
best to explore how the formal adult literacy programme could be 
coordinated with village women’s actual needs and assist to improve self-
defined existing practices.  
There was no evidence of a mechanism for young educated (formally) 
people to come back to informal learning about traditional strategies to 
overcome everyday issues in the Maasai community. Therefore, there needs 
to be an informal learning opportunity or mechanism for young educated 
(formally) people to gain hands-on experiences on the cultural and 
traditional knowledges. I am not suggesting here that classic primers 
should be replaced for culturally relevant ones; rather, I offer ideas on how 
educators can integrate culturally relevant learning materials in order to 
relate curricula to learners’ lives. 
Especially, women’s leaders as a Maasai woman and a coordinator for the 
outside organisation, because they analyse issues from both insider and 
outsider perspectives. This defied perspective brought about a positive 
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impact on other women in their communities. In their women’s group, an 
illiterate woman became a secretary or a vice-chairperson with support of 
other female members. As some village women said they needed to acquire 
the basic writing skills to record minutes or micro-finance literacy, and 
they were encouraged by colleagues to work on it together. This case 
suggests that if there is a devoted human agent like these women’s leaders 
in the community, it will generate a space for women who share knowledge 
and skills to bring about a social change in traditional communities. All of 
them are talented women who work towards local continuous sustainability 
of learning at the grassroots level.  
 
The research also suggests that women’s leaders could act as local 
facilitators to connect village women to the government and other external 
organisations. Moreover, women’s leaders did not force behavioural 
change onto people in the community. In the case of FGM practice, some 
leaders shared the negative consequences of the FGM practice with local 
people, and tried to save girls who were forced to undergo the practice, 
leading to an arranged marriage, to escape the situation with their 
knowledge, networks and legal support. They knew the power of 
information and knowledge, yet did not force people to adopt new 
knowledge in the community.  
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As proposed by Campos (1997),   
“it is the duty of the State to create favourable conditions for civil 
society. This statement starts with the excluded to organize itself 
into self-generating enterprises. It is only in this way that the most 
intractable problem of poverty can be solved without the need of 
direct intervention by the State. The legislation for favouring the 
creation of such enterprises, however, is sorely needed” (cited in 
Carmen 2000, p.9).  
 
Women’s group activities though informal learning/literacy are continuous 
and sustainable activities for water, food and culture. Development 
initiatives at the village level are logical and practical. Therefore, local 
efforts should be supported by comprehensive national action, and external 
organizations should be supportive rather than distractive to village women. 
Basic human needs such as water and food should be made accessible by 
external aid. This should be connected to nation, in the sense of giving 
appropriate rights around water and food, land relations. Access to and 
control of livelihood resources and the decision-making body ought to be 
considered.  
Supporting Carmen (1996) and Foley (1999)’s views, development 
practitioners should be aware that people have the autonomous capacity to 
construct knowledge and act upon knowledge. Transformative knowledge 
curriculum in “programmes” cannot be “provided” or “transmitted” by 
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external professionals to adult learners. Individual learners ought to be 
treated with respect, and their organic knowledge must be encouraged and 
supported.  
 
Although, through the findings of this study, it is evident that the nature of 
informal learning and literacy shown in women’s grassroots groups is 
highly effective in poverty prevention, one could be concerned about the 
evaluation of aid organisation’s assistance for local women’s informal 
learning and literacy. As the research findings have demonstrated, the 
outcome of informal learning and literacy is highly measurable if the 
evaluation is were to be undertaken via a longitudinal analysis of 
children’s education, nutrition and health, HIV/AIDS, maternal health, 
reduction of FGM and early marriages and gender equality issues. How 
local women assist each other through self-determined learning to 
overcome everyday life issues can be evaluated based on prior mentioned 
aspects of literacy. If other organizations or governments are intent on 
running effective adult literacy programmes, the following 
recommendations are made: 
 
 Learners should be supported to take initiatives in their learning 
processes, including the production and selection of the content of 
learning materials, the recruitment of instructors and the schedule of 
literacy classes.  
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 External aid workers or government officers and community workers 
together should become part of the educational process, actively 
working on analysing their own community issues, how these are 
challenged, and how new insights result through learning by doing. 
 Adult basic education should include not only alphabetical literacy, but 
also recognises the importance of health and nutrition, gender issues, 
the negative effect of girls’ early marriages and FGM on schooling, 
and include microfinance literacies in programmes. 
 A regular in-service training course or seminar should be organised for 
local literacy instructors so that they can build teaching and learning 
materials matched to learners’ needs. Also the instructors can facilitate 
an open discussion forum about culturally sensitive issues such as 
FGM, women’s unequal heavy work-load. In addition, the local 
instructors can plan a lesson of small-scale business in the curriculum 
to create a discussion among participants, not as an external class 
activity. 
 The establishment of technical mentors by the government would be 
helpful for adult education instructors to solve classroom issues and 
provide needs-based appropriate learning instructions.   
 Learners’ informal learning based on previous knowledge and 
experiences should be supported, especially, the preservation of 
traditional Maasai ornaments production and house construction.   
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 Cultural identity and dignity should be at the core of informal 
learning/literacy and development projects, sustaining traditional 
solidarity and togetherness. 
 Informal learning and literacy should be supported for people to 
become a local change agent through a space created to raise people’s 
voice. People should be encouraged to discuss in the space in which 
they become creative and critical about their real life situation in order 
to find the solution for improving their well-being. 
 Gender issues should be paid special attention to within adult 
education and literacy and development programmes, considering 
togetherness and harmony.  
 Women participating in grass roots development programmes should be 
encouraged and supported to discuss goal settings for their future, 
education, small businesses and financial management opportunities.  
 Gender equality education should be organised for men with local 
facilitators based on their context. 
 There should be an educational mechanism for young educated people 
to come back to a village for acquisition of local knowledge, culture 
and tradition. Young educated people should have both opportunities 
between formal literacy learning and informal and traditional learning 
to acquire hands-on problem solving skills. .  
 The cooperation between government, international aid agencies, and 
NGOs should have local facilitators who understand local 
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communication channels to disseminate information on development 
issues at local context.  
 
 
8.9 Directions for Future Research  
 
This research presents avenues for future scholarship on women’s literacy 
and development. First, the research demands that we reconsider what 
literacy means and what literacy does from local people’s perspectives. As 
this research has demonstrated, the concept of literacy and the process of 
acquiring literacy, differs among individuals and region to region. This 
research also revealed that women’s groups in Narok generated a space for 
village women to raise their voices on community and family issues and 
were effective in creating collaborative and cooperative informal learning 
and literacy among the members. This research has also contributed to the 
scholarship on the discourse of women’s literacy and empowerment by 
examining village women’s informal learning mechanisms and its impact 
on well-being.  
While this study focused on women’s views on literacy and community 
development, it would be useful to explore men’s perspectives on informal 
learning, literacy, gender equality and development as it would allow for 
possible transformative strategies for me to embrace gender equality.  
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It would be beneficial for future scholarship to investigate characteristics 
of women’s groups as informal institutions and revisit how widespread 
they are. Future research could explore the different women’s groups and 
the relationship between group structures, group strategies, and group 
sustainability. Future research could also consider the question of the 
relationship between the types of women’s groups and their effectiveness – 
are some groups more effective than others? In order to answer these 
questions effectively it would be both interesting and challenging to 
continue studying some of the groups observed for this research over a 
more extended period of time. 
 
 
8.10 Conclusion  
This research supports Spivak’s (1985) postcolonial feminist argument that 
subalterns can speak from where a space is made available. Women in this 
study created a space to raise their voice comfortably without changing 
their identity or social class. They organised small-scale projects based on 
their needs. In the process of conscientization (Freire 1970), the subaltern 
village women become able to analyse issues and act upon solutions, they 
constructed and re-constructed knowledge. This research also supported 
Carmen’s (1996) view that, within an increasingly competitive and 
globalised world, people use local resources, expertise and opportunities to 
organise the collective goals of the people. Drawing on internal motivation, 
small-scale development programmes such as income generation, health 
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and education were autonomous, demonstrating an autonomous 
development approach (Carmen 1996). As Pratabanda (1989) and Mohanty 
(2003) suggested, when acting in solidarity, women have power in the male 
dominant system. In addition to their manageable size and significant 
voice, through solidarity and collaboration, women acquired various 
literacies to improve their well-being. Beyond their weak formal status, 
they could use the power of the collaborative to lead a social change.  
The women who participated in this research promoted cultural values in 
order to create a harmonious society in the village. Supporting African 
feminism (Tamale 2006) as well as diversity of feminism (Mohanty 2003), 
this research demonstrated that women accommodating men’s self-pride 
attempted to build a relationship in which men and women played different 
roles accordingly and effectively. Moreover, women had their own 
resistance to gender inequality by forming groups to create a forum to 
bring about solutions to social issues. This grass root women’s movement 
was linked with feminist legal activism on FGM, land tenure and early 
forced marriages. Local facilitators such as female teachers were an 
effective bridge between the village and the nation. Also education 
decisions made by the Kenyan government did not appear to correspond 
with the decisions made by local communities’ representatives. Adult 
education is becoming more uniform, and it was also viewed from the 
perspective of global competition, attempting to produce mass-literates.  
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For those who are poor and excluded, “the solution is not provision, 
delivery of services or other forms of assistance. What is needed, instead, 
is an opening up of opportunities and spaces for group/organizational 
learning capable of pulling them out of their predicament and flourish” 
(Carmen 2000, p.10-11).  
 
On the one hand, while gaining self-help skills are expected through the 
new adult literacy programme by the government, the learning 
methodology and curriculum used for the programme is still conventional, 
in which adults are required to learn a set of subjects of primary education 
that lead to a certificate. This banking concept of education named by 
Freire (1970) does not encourage adult learns to be critical enough of 
government policies, rather it leads to illiterate adults accepting 
government policies and retains them in their situation.  On   the other 
hand, women in Narok made it clear that they were able, without these set 
of literacy curriculum imposed by the government, to be critical about 
social issues through needs-based informal learning and become truly self-
reliant.  
Through a postcolonial feminist perspective, analysis was raised to a 
broader level of conceptualization, one which is required to understand 
how socio-economic, historical, and political factors interact with race, 
class, and gender to influence the interviewed women’s learning and 
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empowerment experiences. The relationship and complexities between the 
effect of traditional and historical forces, together with the present socio-
economic, political, and environmental factors have influenced the 
women’s learning and community development activities. Accordingly we 
must work towards taking into account the wider context of the women’s 
everyday lives and voices that influence the marginalised women's 
experiences. Harding (1998) encourages us to think of postcolonialism and 
feminism as “thinking spaces” that open up by transformations in social 
relations and in the ways we think about them.  
The researcher is not suggesting reduction of technical support or financial 
aid to formal education and literacy. However, this research has shown that 
community based education and development strategies for poverty 
alleviation at the level of the micro-economy should be developed and 
supported by government and external donor agencies’ policies. Adult 
education should not be governed by market theory or mass-production.  
The knowledge gained from this study will contribute to develop adult 
education programmes that address women’s everyday experiences and 
issues in Kenya that are understandable, accessible, and culturally 
appropriate for women. This will help to ensure the women can access 
educational services and resources in a timely manner to promote self-
directed learning and to improve quality of life. Interventions must involve 
multiple sectors to address the determinants of effective adult education in 
a particular socio-cultural context.  
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The goal of adult education should be opened up to democratic debate and 
create a space where local people can and are supported to conduct 
cooperative learning. A people-centred learning system is important for 
raising the level of well-being in society as a whole. The promotion of 
social harmony, solidarity, co-operation, and mutual-support should be 
encouraged in both formal and informal adult education so that people’s 
development can become continuously sustainable.     
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Appendices 
Table of Interview Details 
Pseudonym 
Name 
Gender  Date of 
Interview 
Occupation and/or the role in 
organizations 
Mary Female 15/6/2011  
Maria Female 15/6/2011 Treasurer of a Women’s Group 
Grace Female 16/6/2011  
Naserian Female 16/6/2011  
Namunyak Female 17/6/2011  
Resson Female 18/6/2011  
Nancy Female 18/6/2011 Nursery Teacher, secretary of a 
women’s group 
Namelok  Female 19/6/2011  
Nashiegu Female 19/6/2011  
Simaloi Female 22/6/2011  
Rhoda Female 25/6/2011  
Agnes Female 25/6/2011  
Joan Female 26/6/2011 Primary School Teacher, Chairperson 
of a Women’s Group, Women’s group 
leader 
Sankale Male 6/7/2011 Literacy Centre Instructor 
Esther Female 6/7/2011 Participant of a literacy centre 
Luisa Female 10/7/2011  
Simaloi Female 12/7/2011 Education Officer 
Oloishona Male 13/7/2011  
Emma Female 13/7/2011  
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Rose Female 16/7/2011 Primary School Teacher, Chairperson 
of a women’s group, Women’s group 
leader 
Lemaron Male 19/7/2011 Literacy Centre Instructor 
Duncan Male  Primary School Teacher 
Helen Female 30/7/2011  
Jane Female 30/7/2011  
Marie Female 31/7/2011 Church Committee Member, Women’s 
group leader 
Naomi Female 2/8/2011 Dispensary Nurse, Women’s group 
leader 
Phillip Male 3/8/2011 Adult Education Association 
Chairperson 
Moses Male 3/8/2011 District Adult Education Officer 
George Male 3/8/2011 Non formal Secondary School Officer 
Ruth Female 3/8/2011 Primary School Teacher, Secretary of 
a Women’s Group, Women’s group 
leader 
Sara Female 4/8/2011 Chairperson of Church Committee, 
Women’s group leader 
Teresa Female 19/8/2011 Church Paster, Women’s group leader 
Vivian Female 19/8/2011 Chairperson of a Women’s Group, 
Women’s group leader 
James Male 2/9/2011 Ministry of Education Office 
John Male 22/9/2011 District Gender Office 
Ken Male 23/9/2011 Paster 
Paula Female 25/9/2011 Social Worker, Women’s group leader 
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Web:   http://www.usyd.edu.au/ 
 
 
PARTICIPANT INFORMATION STATEMENT 
For Narok Village Women 
 
Research Study title: The Power of informal learning for women in the Maasai community, 
Kenya 
 
(1) What is the study about? 
 
This study seeks to explore the idea of informal literacy/learning as a key means for village women 
to improve well-being. Additionally, it aims to explore how education matters to community 
development. 
 
(2) Who is carrying out the study? 
 
The study is being conducted by Taeko Takayanagi, PhD candidate will form the basis for the 
degree of PhD at The University of Sydney under the supervision of Dr. Ruth Phillips, Senior 
Lecturer. 
 
(3) What does the study involve? 
 
The study involves individual interviews which will be written in a field-note. These interviews will 
take place in a confidential location, most likely in a public place. With a participant’s consent, 
photographs will be taken. 
 
(4) How much time will the study take? 
 
The interview will take about 45 minutes to 1 hour. If the participant is unable to finish the interview 
in one session, the interview can be divided into more than one session.  
 
(5) Can I withdraw from the study? 
 
Being in this study is completely voluntary - you are not under any obligation to consent and - if you 
do consent - you can withdraw at any time without affecting your relationship with The University of 
Sydney.   
 
You may stop the interview at any time if you do not wish to continue, the written information will be 
erased and the information provided will not be included in the study. 
 
(6) Will anyone else know the results? 
 
All aspects of the study, including results, will be strictly confidential and only the researchers will 
have access to information on participants. A report of the study may be submitted for publication, 
but individual participants will not be identifiable in such a report. 
 
(7) Will the study benefit me? 
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The study provides an opportunity to voice your experiences with the program and give 
recommendations on how it can be improved.  
 
 
(8) Can I tell other people about the study? 
 
 You are free to tell other people about this study. 
 
(9) What if I require further information? 
 
When you have read this information, Taeko Takayanagi will discuss it with you further and answer 
any questions you may have.  If you would like to know more at any stage, please feel free to 
contact Taeko Takayanagi, PhD student, ttak8851@uni.sydney.edu.au.    
 
(10) What if I have a complaint or concerns? 
 
 
Any person with concerns or complaints about the conduct of a research study can contact The 
Manager, Human Ethics Administration, University of Sydney on +61 2 8627 8176 (Telephone); +61 
2 8627 8177 (Facsimile) or ro.humanethics@sydney.edu.au (Email). 
 
This information sheet is for you to keep 
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Web:   http://www.usyd.edu.au/ 
 
 
PARTICIPANT INFORMATION STATEMENT 
Government and NGO Officers 
 
Research Study title: The Power of informal learning for women in the Maasai community, 
Kenya 
 
(1) What is the study about? 
 
This study seeks to explore the idea of informal literacy/learning as a key means for village women 
to improve well-being. Additionally, it aims to explore how education matters to community 
development. 
 
(2) Who is carrying out the study? 
 
The study is being conducted by Taeko Takayanagi, PhD candidate will form the basis for the 
degree of PhD at The University of Sydney under the supervision of Dr. Ruth Phillips, Senior 
Lecturer. 
 
(3) What does the study involve? 
 
The study involves individual interviews which will be written in a field-note. These interviews will 
take place in a confidential location of the participant’s work place. With a participant’s consent, 
photographs will be taken.5   
 
(4) How much time will the study take? 
 
The interview will take about 45 minutes to 1 hour, representing the policies and practices of 
organisation. If the participant is unable to finish the interview in one session, the interview can be 
divided into more than one session.  
 
(5) Can I withdraw from the study? 
 
Being in this study is completely voluntary - you are not under any obligation to consent and - if you 
do consent - you can withdraw at any time without affecting your relationship with the University of 
Sydney.   
 
                                                 
5
 The director of the organisation nominates a participant after contact was made by Dr. Fatuma 
Chege of Kenyatta University.  
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You may stop the interview at any time if you do not wish to continue, the written information will be 
erased and the information provided will not be included in the study. 
 
(6) Will anyone else know the results? 
 
All aspects of the study, including results, will be strictly confidential and only the researchers will 
have access to information on participants. A report of the study may be submitted for publication, 
but individual participants will not be identifiable in such a report. 
 
(7) Will the study benefit me? 
 
The study provides an opportunity to voice your experiences with the program and give 
recommendations on how it can be improved.  
 
(8) Can I tell other people about the study? 
 
 You are free to tell other people about this study 
 
(9) What if I require further information? 
 
When you have read this information, Taeko Takayanagi will discuss it with you further and answer 
any questions you may have.  If you would like to know more at any stage, please feel free to 
contact Taeko Takayanagi, PhD student, ttak8851@uni.sydney.edu.au.    
 
(10) What if I have a complaint or concerns? 
 
 
Any person with concerns or complaints about the conduct of a research study can contact The 
Manager, Human Ethics Administration, University of Sydney on +61 2 8627 8176 (Telephone); +61 
2 8627 8177 (Facsimile) or ro.humanethics@sydney.edu.au (Email). 
 
This information sheet is for you to keep 
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PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 
For Narok Village Women 
 
I, ............................................................................., give consent to my participation in the research 
project 
 
TITLE:  The Power of informal learning for women in the Maasai community, Kenya: 
  
 
In giving my consent I acknowledge that: 
 
1. The procedures required for the project and the time involved have been explained to me, 
and any questions I have about the project have been answered to my satisfaction. 
 
 
2. I have read the Participant Information Statement and have been given the opportunity to 
discuss the information and my involvement in the project with the researcher/s. 
 
 
3. I understand that I can withdraw from the study at any time, without affecting my 
relationship with the researcher(s), or the University of Sydney now or in the future. 
 
 
4. I understand that my involvement is strictly confidential and no information about me will 
be used in any way that reveals my identity. 
 
 
5. I understand that being in this study is completely voluntary – I am not under any 
obligation to consent. 
 
 
6. I understand that I can stop the interview at any time if I do not wish to continue, the 
photographs taken will be erased and the information provided will not be included in the 
study. 
 
7. I consent to:  
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i) Photographing  YES  NO  
ii) Receiving Feedback YES  NO  
If you answered YES to the “Receiving Feedback Question”, a verbal presentation 
will be arranged at your convenience in your village. 
 
Feedback Option 
 
Address:  _______________________________________________________ 
 
_______________________________________________________ 
 
Email: _______________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
 
Signed:  .................................................................................................................................  
 
Name:   .................................................................................................................................  
 
Date:   .................................................................................................................................  
 
 
 
A Thumb Print Box 
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PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 
For Government and NGO Officers 
 
I, ............................................................................., give consent to my participation in the research project 
 
TITLE:  The Power of informal learning for women in the Maasai community, Kenya: 
  
 
In giving my consent I acknowledge that: 
 
1. The procedures required for the project and the time involved have been explained to me, and any 
questions I have about the project have been answered to my satisfaction. 
 
 
2. I have read the Participant Information Statement and have been given the opportunity to discuss 
the information and my involvement in the project with the researcher/s. 
 
 
3. I understand that I can withdraw from the study at any time, without affecting my relationship with 
the researcher(s), or the University of Sydney now or in the future.  
 
 
4. I understand that my involvement is strictly confidential and no information about me will be used in 
any way that reveals my identity. 
 
 
5. I understand that being in this study is completely voluntary – I am not under any obligation to 
consent. 
 
 
6. I understand that I can stop the interview at any time if I do not wish to continue, the photographs 
taken will be erased and the information provided will not be included in the study. 
 
7. I consent to:  
 
i) Photographing  YES  NO  
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ii) Receiving Feedback YES  NO  
If you answered YES to the “Receiving Feedback Question”, please provide your details i.e. 
mailing address, email address. 
 
Feedback Option 
 
Address:  _______________________________________________________ 
 
_______________________________________________________ 
 
Email: _______________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
 
Signed:  .................................................................................................................................  
 
Name:   .................................................................................................................................  
 
Date:   .................................................................................................................................  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
